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Jade

Most often green, but may also be red, black or even white.

Symbolises serenity, purity, wisdom, love, empathy, harmony and friendship. Stimulates ideas and insightful dreams. Aids in communication with animals. Brings good luck. Protects. Soothes the mind. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Jasper

Commonly red-brown in colour; may have veins of a lighter or darker hue.

Symbolises gentleness, calmness, relaxation, tranquillity, nurturing, contentment. Enhances physical strength, emotional stability, quick thinking and spiritual awareness.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Amber

All warm shades, from light gold to dark earth; occasionally found with an insect sealed inside.

Symbolises life and courage. Balances emotions, clears the mind and expels negative energy. Aids manifestation, eases stress, clears phobias and fears. Protective. Aids in translating ideas into reality. Heals mind and body. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 


How It Began

Sysemor climbed the dark, stone stairway leading to the world of the mortals. There were no windows, for this was the Underworld, where the light of the Middleworld never reached, and her way was lit only by the smoky torch she carried. Water ran down the walls, leaving trails of green and black slime that glittered with reflections of the flame’s red glow. 

At the top of the stairs she entered a kind of cave, with walls of rock that arched upwards high above her head, like a cathedral, and glowed with eerie phosphorescence. She threw the torch to the floor and hurried to the far end of the chamber.

From a hidden pocket in her gown she drew a small black stone that had cost her everything she owned. Edrealis had promised her that it had the power to move away the massive rock that blocked her way out into the Middleworld. But Edrealis was not to be trusted, and she would not be surprised if he had sold her a useless trinket. She held the black stone against the rock, and was relieved when it rolled away with a grinding sound and a cascade of dust.

Light burst in through the open portal, and she saw green treetops silhouetted against the sky. She felt a thrill run down her body. Trees and sky! She had never seen them before. 

She placed one hand on the stone wall to steady herself and took her first step over the threshold. Then she paused, one foot still in the Underworld, one touching the grass of the Middleworld. Suddenly she was hesitant. This was the moment she had dreamed of, longed for, but there were risks. Few immortals had ever dared to live among the mortals, and almost all had regretted it.

She took a deep breath to steady her nerves, then stepped out of the doorway. 

This was the world of the mortals! She was in a forest glade, where a stream of clear water splashed gently over smooth rocks, then wandered off, murmuring to itself. The air was filled with the scent of a million wild flowers, that bloomed around her in shades of white and gold and red and purple, and her ears heard for the first time the chatter of birds and the hum of insects. The grass tickled her bare feet, and she laughed at the unfamiliar feeling.

Then, as the rock behind her rolled itself back into position, blocking the portal, she began to run joyously through the forest. She brushed the trees with her hands as she passed, and savoured the roughness of their bark against her fingertips; she felt the air caress her cheeks and sweep her hair behind her like threads of smoke.

She ran until she reached the edge of the forest, and there she stopped to look out at the wider world. The sun was warm on her skin, and the Earth was filled with vivid colours that astounded her eyes and mind. Green, rolling hills breasted the vast blue sky, where white clouds hung like angels and birds coasted on thermal currents.

This realm was beautiful beyond all her expectations, so beautiful that she wanted to possess it all. And she could. But after a lifetime in the Underworld, this vast domain was just too … she searched for the right word … too big … too bright … too … open. All those things. She did not want it all; she was not greedy like Edrealis and the others. No, the forest was right for her. The forest was a safe place. It would be her own, her home. She looked at the black stone in her hand, the stone that had opened the door between the two worlds, and as a symbol of her escape from the Lord of the Underworld, she hurled it as far as she could. Then she returned to the comfortable shade of the trees, to the dappled glade at its heart, to begin her new life.

And so she lived happily with the birds and the deer and the rabbits, the trees and the flowers and the grass, the wind and the sun and the rain. Sometimes she would become one of the creatures – one day a deer, another day a bird, or a bee, or a fox. She and the forest were as one entity. 

Years passed, then centuries, and eventually mortals began to wander into her realm.

She had known of the human mortals before, of course – they were crudely fashioned out of flesh and blood, like a mockery of the immortals – but she did not want them in her wood, so she whispered into their primitive minds, and they left her alone.

But their dead were different. When mortals died, their souls were destined for the Underworld, and it was her duty to permit them entry. The living brought the bodies of their dead to the forest and buried them beneath her trees – she permitted access for that one purpose. When the mortals departed, she shepherded the souls of the dead into their new afterlives. Sometimes, when the mortals fought wars against each other (as they so often did) hundreds of new souls would arrive at once to pass through her realm. She welcomed them, gladly embracing her new role as gatekeeper between the worlds. She had become a queen.

Then, one day, one of the mortals stood at the edge of the forest and called her name. He was holding the black stone that she had so recklessly cast away, the key that could send her back to the Underworld, and he had a demand to make.


Jade

Jade heard the lorry approaching when it was still some distance behind her, before it even came into view. The spluttering roar of its engine ripped the stillness of the country air, accompanied by a whining of over-stressed gears as it started to toil up the hill. Her eyes quickly searched the hedgerow nearby and found a break in which to wait for the vehicle to pass.

The unrelenting rain pounded against her face and ran down her neck. Another flash of lightning was quickly followed by the crack and echoing rumble of thunder. She leaned forward to peer around the hedge and watch as the truck came into sight along the winding, narrow road, grinding up the incline towards her, the shattered beams of its headlights twinkling through the long grass and weeds of the hedgerow.

When it came nearer, like a towering yellow monster lurching out of the grey gloom, she held out a closed hand with thumb raised in the universal signal to hitch a ride.

Perhaps the driver did not see her, with the truck’s windscreen wipers struggling to clear away the torrents of water that swirled in squalls across the fields. Perhaps her green raincoat blended in with the green hedge and the green grass. Or perhaps he simply did not care to stop. At any rate, the vehicle roared past, spraying her with brown water from the nearest puddle.

‘Thanks for nothing,’ she mumbled to its red tail-lights as they vanished around the next bend, the din of its passing quickly fading until it was lost again in the steady drumming of rain on the leaves of the trees and bushes around her.

Shivering, her clothes completely soaked from the summer storm that had found every gap in her thin plastic mac, she stepped back out into the road and grimly resumed her passage. She was angry with herself for not bringing a better raincoat, and boots would have been better than her pink Louis Vuitton trainers, but the decision had not really been her own at the time. There was a limit to the weight she could carry, and at the start of her journey she was already burdened enough with food and a few essentials. And, anyway, the weather had been kind at first, with no hint that by her second day on the road it would turn against her. Again she wondered how the journey had taken so long.

She wanted to stop and rest, to find somewhere warm and dry to shelter, but was driven by her need to continue. Judging by the last signpost she had seen, she had put fewer than twenty miles behind her, and it was not enough. Not that she expected them to come looking for her, or even to be too troubled by her disappearance. What did they care? She had not bothered to leave a note, knowing that she would gain time while they debated where she might be – if they even noticed that she was not around – and she had deliberately left her phone at home, so they could not get to her. 

As she trudged resolutely onward, her feet squelching in her water-filled shoes, she questioned again in her mind the plan that had brought her to this state. Actually, calling it a plan was being kind – it was really more like a vague idea of escaping from the prison of her life at home and at school. Home, because no-one took her seriously – if they took any notice of her at all – and school, because of Mercia and her followers. 

Mercia’s family were ‘old money’ – her father had a title and land. They had status and class, whereas Jade’s family had made their fortune from ‘trade’. So Mercia and her sycophants relentlessly tormented Jade for being ‘new middle class’, and once, when she dared to speak back, they cornered her in the Walled Garden and beat her up.

In her pocket, Jade had an address that she had cut from a newspaper. It was an entertainments agency in London that found work for young people as extras in the many stage shows around the city, and perhaps even on television and in films. If she could make it in show business, they would all have to rethink their attitudes. 

So her destination was the capital, and she planned to catch a train to get there. But yesterday, as she stuffed those few things into her rucksack, she had decided not to use the station nearest her home, because too many people in Hamburton knew her. Not only was it possible that she would have to answer awkward questions, but someone could report back to her parents, alerting them to where she was, and wrecking her escape plan. With Hamburton station ruled out, she was walking the thirty miles to the next stop on the line, Ventwich – inadequately dressed, with little money, and only enough food left for one more snack.

She had expected to get to Ventwich in a day – after all, it only took her mother half an hour to drive there when she went to Waitrose – but, somehow, the route looked different now. Maybe she was on the wrong road? Was there even another road? She wished she had paid more attention on those car journeys, instead of playing on her phone. 

That first day’s walking had passed pleasantly enough – it had been sunny and warm – but when the sun disappeared and it became too dark to continue on the unlit country road, she was still nowhere near her destination, and had been forced to spend the night in a bus shelter. Exhausted, she had slept a little on the hard, wooden bench, but woke frequently, shivering from the cold night air, and jumping nervously at every sound from outside the tiny, three-and-a-half-sided hut. The nocturnal creatures of the countryside were mostly unaware of the stranger in their midst, and were not the slightest bit interested in eating her, but her imagination took control and every sound became a threat.

Wide awake when the first faint light of dawn tinged the mists that crept off the fields, she had started walking again at about five o’clock. But the clouds had already begun to roll in, and she had hardly travelled a mile before the rain began – light at first, but soon becoming a steady downpour that seemed to have no end.

A mutinous thought insinuated itself into a shadowy corner of her mind, then began to whisper in her ear – she could turn round and go back home. It would be warm and dry there. She could have a nice hot bath and put on fresh clothes. Perhaps they would have been shocked that she had run away, and would be relieved to see her. She could talk to Charlotte, her young sister, again, and eat one of Mrs Charlton’s yummy cakes. 

‘No!’ she said aloud, angrily. ‘That will just give them something to pick on! You know what they’ll say: Stupid Jade can’t do anything right!’ She mimicked their voices. ‘Oh how they will love that.’ She imagined her big brother, Jason, laughing at her, the girls at school taunting her, as she felt sure they would, and their faces mocking her.

Well she would prove them all wrong. Besides, look how far she had come already; it would be a long walk home, and it would still be raining whichever way she was heading.

Miserably she pressed on, splashing through ocean-sized puddles that spanned the whole road, leaving her no dry passage. A few more vehicles passed her – a Tesco delivery van, a couple of cars, another truck – their drivers invisible behind their ineffectual windscreen wipers. She tried thumbing, but no-one stopped.

She passed through a tiny village (more a cluster of houses, really – there was no shop, no church, not even a pub – and there was not a soul on the street). She wondered about the people living in the pretty little houses with their neat gardens and roses around the doors. Were they watching her as she passed? She glanced at the windows. Did a curtain twitch? Was that a shadowy movement inside?

Another flash of lightning lit the sky for a moment. She counted slowly: one second, two seconds, three seconds … and reached eleven before the thunder arrived. Eleven divided by three – it was nearly four kilometres away. Was the storm moving off at last? If it was, the rain showed no sign of relenting. 

In no time, the little community was behind her and the road opened up again. However, a little further on, she came upon a small group of farm buildings beside the road. She saw the red roof-tiles above the hedge, and was struck by an irresistible temptation to stop and shelter. It looked deserted, there was no sign of activity.

‘It would be nice to dry off a bit before I carry on,’ she said to herself.

She nodded in agreement. ‘It won’t take long.’ 

Smiling at the thought, she stopped at the wide gate, made from lengths of grey steel tube, and peered in. A concrete yard was enclosed on two sides by low brick stables, with open fields visible beyond. The cluster of buildings seemed fairly new, yet somehow managed to also look as though it had always been there.

‘Hello!’ she called out, and waited. There did not appear to be anyone around, so after a quick look up and down the road, she opened the gate and slipped through, closing it carefully behind her.

There were three split doors in each block, all closed against the weather. She ran to the nearest one on the right and fumbled with the bolt, her cold, wet fingers slipping and failing to grip properly. After a few frustrating seconds, though, it slid back and the pair of doors swung easily outwards.

Her heart thumping, she stepped into the warm silence and pulled the doors shut, leaving the top one open just a crack to let in a little light. The sudden cessation of rain on her head was bliss, and she flipped the hood of her mac back and roughed her short hair with both hands. A smile formed on her lips, amazed that something as simple as this could bring such pleasure. She had many possessions – everything she could possibly think of was hers to demand, in fact – but at that moment, nothing – no matter how expensive – was as delightful as the feeling of relief from the relentless rain. She took a deep breath of the warm, musty air, and began to undo the zip of her plastic raincoat.

Then a sudden sound close by made her jump – a heavy footfall, followed by a rustling of straw. She froze, afraid to move, to even turn back to the door and flee. She had been discovered!


The Greene House

Cynthia Greene was in a dreadful state. Desolate at the disappearance of her elder daughter, she had taken to her bed, attended by her mother, her blog-writer and seven small dogs. Her bedroom, large enough to hold a wedding reception, was a scene of constant activity. Throughout the day, she had been visited by her other two children, several policemen, and various members of the exclusive clubs she belonged to. She was currently under the care of her mother, the fearsome Apolleta Fortillo, who had dismissed Mrs Charlton, the housekeeper, and taken over the nursing of her daughter. 

‘Thoughtless, selfish child!’ moaned Apolleta as she fussed around the bed. ‘How could she be so inconsiderate? And why is your husband not here?’

‘Oh mother, you know how busy he is,’ Cynthia replied, adjusting the cold compress on her forehead, causing it to fall lopsidedly.

‘That’s no excuse!’ the older woman ranted, automatically straightening the damp towel. ‘He should be taking care of things, not leaving you to cope on your own.’

‘The Cabinet simply cannot manage without him,’ Cynthia said, weakly. ‘The Prime Minister himself rang me to say how sorry he is to hear what has happened, and to apologise for keeping Clarence away. Some sort of crisis; I didn’t understand the details.’ 

‘Well, that’s a fine comfort, I must say,’ retorted Apolleta. ‘Does nobody but me care about your delicate health? And if that idiot policeman asks you one more impertinent question, I swear I will speak to the Chief Constable personally.’

Apolleta lived with her daughter and the rest of the Greene family at their vast country house near Hamburton. She had moved in after her husband, Grayson Fortillo, took leave of his Earthly life in a complicated accident, never properly explained, involving a bottle of brandy, a lady’s corset, several yards of rope and a vintage sports car.

Cynthia sniffed, pathetically. ‘Oh please don’t make a fuss, mother. Jason is speaking to Clarence now.’

Jason Greene, Cynthia’s son, was indeed on his phone to the Right Honourable Clarence Greene MP, downstairs in the gigantic kitchen.

‘Yes, father,’ he was saying, unable to hide the exasperation in his voice. ‘Of course I’ve notified the police. They’re here now. Everything is under control.’

Mrs Charlton placed a cup of tea on the worktop beside him, and he acknowledged her with a distracted nod.

‘Father, we are perfectly accustomed to managing here without you,’ he continued, raising his eyes to the ceiling and grinning at his little sister, Charlotte, who was sitting at the big table, finishing her homework. ‘Yes, I will keep you updated. Shall I take you up to mother?’ Chuckling at his father’s brief, unprintable reply, he ended the call.

‘He’s going to get his pet detective onto the case,’ he informed his sister.

‘That’ll go down well with the Inspector,’ Charlotte replied, with a glance through the window to where a forlorn army of uniformed policemen was poking about in the grounds, looking for clues ... or a body. 

~ o ~

‘The men have finished in the garden, sir,’ reported Detective Sergeant Glunes, brushing mud and wet leaves from his trousers. ‘Shall we start on the farmland?’ 

Glunes was a good six inches taller than his boss, Detective Inspector Firkin, though probably weighed less. Both men were already sweating in their raincoats.

Arthur Firkin threw his cigarette end into the bushes and looked around the grand estate again. The rain had stopped at last, though that was small comfort to the thirty or so bedraggled coppers who stood at the edge of the driveway, awaiting further orders. Beyond the gardens, steaming now in the warm sunshine, he could see acres of grazing land, criss-crossed by hedges and spattered with woods, rolling away towards the undulating horizon in all directions, a million hiding places. The damn girl could be anywhere!

In theory, he should have the whole bloody place searched, but this was already turning into an expensive operation, and for what? Some posh kid – whose father was a friend of the Home Secretary, and whose grandmother happened to have the ear of the Chief Constable – was playing silly buggers. There was no hint of a crime having been committed, no ransom letter, no signs of struggle or break-in, not even a goodbye note. She was probably giggling in some friend’s bedroom not far away.

‘No, call it off, Toby,’ he said glumly. ‘The whole damn thing is a waste of time. Send the men back to the station to dry off, then start them on door-to-door questioning in the village. This afternoon you and I will drive out to the girl’s private school.’

He was tired and in a bad mood, after being called away from visiting his grandchildren on his day off ... again. He had nothing to show for a whole morning’s work, and nothing to report to the Chief Inspector. ‘Bugger!’ he muttered as he imagined that conversation.

While Glunes dispersed the uniformed officers, Firkin took off his raincoat and returned to the house via the back door into the kitchen. He found the brother and sister still there, one eating, the other studying, with laptop, books and notepaper spread over the table. They looked up as he arrived.

He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders at their implied question. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘The men are going to start house-to-house enquiries, and I have an appointment with the headmistress at your sister’s school, to see if she can cast any light on things.’ He turned to leave. ‘Let me know if she shows up, won’t you?’ he added.

‘Yes, of course, Inspector,’ replied the young man.

Arthur closed the door behind him. ‘I bet they don’t,’ he muttered as he stomped to the car.


A New Friend

Jade’s eyes probed the deeper gloom at the back of the stable, expecting to see the figure of an angry farmer lurching towards her, pitchfork in hand. But no-one was visible, and silence had wrapped itself around her again. 

Maybe the place is haunted, she thought.

‘Who’s there?’ she asked, her voice shaking nervously.

There was another shuffle of straw, and more heavy breathing, and she backed up against the door, ready to run, her heart thudding in her chest. Then, as her eyes adapted to the gloom, she saw a movement, a slightly lighter shape against the black shadows of the back wall. It was a huge, brown animal, with a white blaze between its eyes, and white boots, that was studying her uncertainly. She realised her mistake.

‘Oh, hello,’ she said, almost laughing with relief. Of course the buildings weren’t deserted, they were stables, they had horses in them!

She took a couple of steps towards the rightful tenant of the stable, but stopped when it stamped a foot and shook its head, nervously.

‘It’s ok,’ she said softly. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

She loved animals, and was familiar with horses. She had enjoyed her riding lessons at home, though she had never been one of those girls who wanted a pony of her own – there was far too much physical work involved in keeping animals of any kind, and much of it was smelly and disgusting.

Slowly, she slipped off her rucksack and reached into one of the zipped pockets, withdrawing her last apple. She took a bite, then, as she chewed, held out her hand towards the horse, offering the remainder. When it smelled the fruit, it made that flapping sound with its mouth, and leaned towards her a little. Emboldened, Jade slowly took another step closer, then another. After one more step the apple was at last within range of the horse’s reaching mouth, and it wrapped its lips around it, drawing it into its teeth and crunching eagerly.

Jade smiled, and closed the final yard of straw-covered floor between them. The horse seemed to have accepted her, so she stroked the coarse fur of its cheek. It responded by lowering its head and gently nudging her. 

After a few minutes, she made her way back to the doors, where she dropped her rucksack onto a heap of loose straw piled against the wall and began to peel off her dripping garments, wringing out as much of the water as possible, then hanging them on nails that were protruding from the door frame nearby. It was a wonderful sense of relief to dry her skin with a towel from the backpack. Then she took out her only change of clothes, and started to dress, pleased to find that, despite the rain, everything in the rucksack had remained dry.

Her trainers, though, were another matter. She had no spares, so they needed to be dried as best as she could. Eventually she settled on stuffing an end of her towel into each shoe to soak up as much of the water as possible, then tied the laces together and hung them over another nail. 

Then she sat on a wooden box, left in the corner by whoever owned the building, and opened her rucksack. Inside was all the food she had left: half a Marmite and tomato sandwich wrapped in cling-film, and a small bottle of orange juice.

Though she was feeling ravenous, she forced herself to eat slowly, to make the most of the little she had. The horse shuffled over to stand near her, but though she was tempted to share her food, she had to be firm with herself – she might not get anything more to eat until she reached London.  

She wished she had her phone. For one thing, she wondered if her disappearance was being talked about on Facebook or Twitter, and she longed to text Emiline. But leaving it behind had been the right thing to do – someone in the family would be sure to try to talk her into going home, and anyway, she had seen enough crime dramas to know that the police can track any mobile by satellite.

When the food was gone, she put the bottle back into her rucksack, saving a little orange drink for later. She noticed that the rumbles of thunder were fading, and the steady drone of the rain beating on the roof and splashing into the puddles of the yard had begun to ease, and when she opened the top half of the door and looked out, she could see that it had nearly stopped. Flashes of lightning flickered in the distant sky, like a faulty neon sign, and rumbles of thunder boomed faintly, but the storm was definitely moving away. Overhead, the sun continued to hide behind a shield of grey clouds, but it occasionally peeped around the edge of a hole to see if it was safe to come out yet. She was not sure of the time, as her watch had given up, waterlogged, at seven fifteen that morning, but she guessed it must now be around ten o’clock. 

She looked out over the valley, taking in the beautiful scenery. The land beyond the stables fell away over a patchwork of fields, with rows of hedges and trees, and dotted with sheep and cattle. At the bottom of the hill she could see the tracks of the railway line, gleaming like a band of silver.

Pensively, she watched the clouds as they began to wander off towards the horizon, like a marauding band of renegades heading east to threaten another community. The sun suddenly burst through, and she luxuriated in its rays, feeling the warmth seep through her clothes into her skin, invigorating and cheering her. It was high in the sky, suggesting that the time must be nearer to noon than she had thought, and she absently raised her arm and looked down at her watch to check. It still said seven fifteen.

‘Damn!’ she said aloud, undoing the plastic strap and rubbing the damp skin on her wrist where it had been. ‘Well, I can’t afford to buy a new one. I just have to hope it will work again when it dries out.’ She wished she had saved up more money before escaping, but the half term holiday had arrived more quickly than she had expected. 

She dropped the useless watch into one of the pockets of her rucksack, and checked her shoes. They were still damp, but better than they had been – they would have to do, as she was anxious to proceed. She sat down again on the box and cleaned her feet with the towel. Then she put on some dry socks and slipped the shoes on, popping the dirty towel into the backpack. Finally, she gathered up her damp clothes, folded them and packed them into a separate pocket of the rucksack. It was time to begin walking again.

Looping one strap of the rucksack over her shoulder, she opened the stable door. Steam was rising from the yard as the sun warmed the concrete, and birds were creating a medley of song and chirps and cooing that lifted her spirits. Beside her head, she saw that there was a blackboard screwed to the top half of the door; she had not noticed it before. Written on it, in chalk, was a name, and underneath that was a date and some weights: 

 Mabel

6/11/19 552.7 kg

 Hay 11 kg

 Meal 1.5 kg

 

Smiling, she pulled the door shut again and went back to the horse. ‘Mabel, my new friend,’ she said quietly as she stroked her cheek. ‘You and I have so much in common. We have both been locked up, controlled, made to do what other people want of us, with no chance to really express ourselves as individuals. I have escaped; I wish I could help you to do the same.’ 

The creature seemed to understand her, nudging her again gently with her nose, blowing warm air that fluttered her tee-shirt. She seemed to be saying: Go, you need to be on your way. 

With a final pat on Mabel’s neck, Jade turned to leave, then froze as she heard the sound of a vehicle pulling up on the road outside. She ran to the door and peeped out, in time to see a man climbing from a Land-Rover and opening the big gate.


Words With The Chief

Back at the station, Toby Glunes started setting up an operations room to co-ordinate the search. Arthur Firkin had hoped to spend a little time on one of his other cases, but found a note on his desk instructing him to report to the Chief Inspector. With a heavy heart, knowing what to expect, he trudged down the corridor to Bates’s office. When he reached the door, he knocked and, refusing to be intimidated, marched straight in without waiting for a response. 

Chief Inspector Trevor Bates was sitting at his desk, leaning back in his tall, black chair, raising a fine china cup of tea to his lips. Bates prided himself on maintaining standards. His uniform was always clean and pressed (Mrs Bates took care of that), his shoes polished, and his tie perfectly tied. Firkin, on the other hand, looked as though his clothes had been rescued from a dustbin. 

‘You wanted to see me, sir,’ said Arthur, availing himself of the chair opposite his boss without it being offered, and slouching in it in a deliberately intimidating way. 

With a glare, Bates carefully placed the cup into its saucer on the desk and leaned forward to rest on his arms beside it. He knew he was disliked by the common rabble at the station, and after a year there he was tired of trying to earn their respect. ‘About this Greene case, Firkin. I’ve had calls from both the girl’s father and grandmother. What did you say to them to wind them up?’ 

Arthur was already fed up with the stupid, time-wasting case. He had more important work to do, and that was falling behind because a spoiled child wanted to play games with her parents.

‘Why do you assume that it’s my fault,’ he barked, angrily. ‘All I did was ask questions to help us find the damn girl!’

‘There’s no need to be impertinent, Firkin,’ Bates snapped back.

Arthur realised that he had gone too far. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but this whole charade is a massive waste of police resources. I’ve had to stop working on the Rattenson murder case to deal with this.’

Despite the animosity between them, Bates was sympathetic – he could still remember life as a working copper. ‘I understand, Arthur, but you know that the girl’s father is a Member of Parliament, and he has the ear of the Home Secretary. He’s already been on the blower to say that he wants her found quickly and without any fuss.’

‘I’m sure he does, sir. We are doing all we can. The family aren’t exactly helping; they didn’t tell us about it until this morning, when she had already been gone for nearly twenty-four hours. A person who doesn’t want to be found can travel a long way in twenty-four hours.’ 

‘Yes, well, what do you have so far?’

‘The last person to see her was Mrs Charlton, the housekeeper, at about eleven o’clock yesterday morning. The girl told her that she was going for a walk, and Mrs Charlton made her a sandwich. She put it with some fruit and a bottle of drink into a rucksack, and that was the last she knows of the girl. The men are making enquiries in the village, in case anyone saw her.’

‘Good work, Arthur. You found no clues at the house?’

Firkin’s lips compressed. ‘Not a thing. Who knows what goes on in the minds of spoiled, privileged brats? She didn’t leave a note, and I’m half convinced that she is hiding out somewhere nearby. Mind you, she left her mobile in her bedroom – that at least suggests that she might be serious. The girl’s grandmother, Apolleta Fortillo, is being as obstructive as she can. If I didn’t know better, I would think she was covering up a murder.’ 

Bates laughed and leaned back again. ‘Well, that’s highly unlikely, but we need results, and quickly.’

‘If you have any suggestions, sir, I will be glad to act on them,’ Arthur replied exasperatedly.

The chief did not miss the sarcasm, but let it pass. ‘What’s your next move?’

‘I’m going with Glunes to talk to the headmistress at the girl’s private school this afternoon.’

‘Good. Well, make sure I have your daily report before you clock out.’ Bates still liked to have paper reports; he had yet to come to terms with the computer age. 

Firkin stood. ‘Of course, sir.’


A Close Encounter

‘Shit!’ Jade whispered, turning to Mabel. ‘Now what do I do?’ Mabel tried to tell her, but Jade could not hear her thoughts. 

Keeping close to the door-frame, to peer through the crack, Jade watched as the man drove into the yard. He looked middle-aged, tall and athletic, wearing a brown, one-piece overall and a wide-brimmed hat. After he had closed the gate, he headed for the first stable, thankfully on the opposite side to where Jade was hiding.

She saw him open the doors and secure them to the wall with a hook, then he went inside, appearing a moment later leading out a handsome, dappled grey stallion, which he tied to a ring in the wall beside the door. There was an iron basket attached to the wall, and he brought an armfull of hay from the Land-Rover to fill it, leaving the horse to eat while he collected a wheelbarrow that was leaning against the wall and began to clean out the stable. He reappeared in the doorway every few seconds with a pitchfork full of soiled straw, which he tossed into the wheelbarrow. He was returning too quickly for Jade to slip out of her hiding place without being spotted.

After a while, he moved onto the next stable, leaving the stallion outside and bringing another horse to join it. By the time the second stable had been cleared, the wheelbarrow was full, and the man set off down the yard with it. As he turned the corner at the end of the block, and vanished from sight, Jade took her cue and opened the door.

‘Goodbye Mabel,’ she whispered, then quickly slipped out, closed and bolted the door, and hurried across the yard towards the gate.

But, just as she was opening the gate, she heard a shout behind her, and looked back. The man with the wheelbarrow had returned rather too soon, and was standing at the far end of the yard, glaring at her. ‘What are you up to?’ he yelled, quickly lowering the empty wheelbarrow onto its legs with a bang and marching angrily towards her.

For a moment, Jade considered hanging around to explain, but the expression on the man’s face persuaded her that he would not be easy to convince, so she took the next best option – she dived through the gap, gave the gate a hefty pull, so that the latch clanged into place, then ran.

She did not stop running until she reached a bend in the road, where she risked a look over her shoulder, and was relieved to see that the man had stopped at the gate, and was not following. Instead, he shouted something that she did not hear properly, and watched her as she disappeared from his view. With a grin and a sigh of relief, she slowed again to walking pace, and was still smiling when she reached the crest of the hill and paused to take in the view of the wide valley that stretched before her.

The road dropped away, twisting and vanishing between rows of trees and hedges that continued towards the city of Ventwich, nestling in the valley below, shimmering in the heat haze rising from the wet land all around. She could see the railway line curving into the town from her left, and the twisting river Thyle entering from the right, glittering like a diamond necklace in the sunlight.

The fields spread before her were green and yellow with crops. She could see a red tractor moving slowly across one brown patch, a flock of white gulls circling and diving behind it to grab at the worms and grubs exposed by its plough. A green combine harvester was standing idle in a corner of another field, waiting for the golden wheat to dry out from the rain. The sky above was perfectly clear and blue, fading to hazy grey near the horizon, and the sun hovered like a fiery tennis ball at the top of a lob.

She felt a little shiver of excitement and fear. The first stage of her journey was over.


Gabrielle Mandrake

Firkin and Glunes arrived at the entrance to the Du Toit estate, six kilometres south east of Hamburton, and Toby stopped the unmarked Astra in front of a massive pair of black-painted, wrought iron gates. Woven into the bars of the left gate were the words Thursley Manor picked out in gold paint, and in the other gate was a gaudy family crest featuring birds, lions, ermine and feathers, with Du Toit in gold above and osculum dare nobis in white on a crimson banner beneath. 

The gates were mounted on two red-brick gateposts, and attached to one of those was a brass sign saying ‘Saint Clarissa’s School For Young Ladies.’ Below the sign was an intercom unit, and Glunes climbed out of the car and pressed the button beneath the speaker. ‘Detective Sergeant Glunes and Detective Inspector Firkin,’ he shouted, unnecessarily. ‘We have an appointment to see the headmistress.’

The box squawked something incomprehensible, and the gates began to open. Glunes jumped back into the car and they set off along a majestic driveway, through hectares of green parkland, towards a sprawling Tudor building that stood like an abandoned pile of Lego in the middle of a carpet.

As they approached, they saw the front door open and a woman emerge. She was elegantly dressed in tweed jacket with matching, calf-length skirt and black leather shoes with a low heel; everything about her appearance exuded class and understated wealth.

She waited until the car had stopped, then stepped forward to greet the two men as they climbed out. ‘Welcome, inspector,’ she said with a faint accent and a glassy smile, extending a drooping hand to Firkin before turning to the younger man. ‘And sergeant. I am Gabrielle Mandrake, headmistress of Saint Clarissa’s.’ 

Each man shook the offered hand, feeling slightly uneasy under her intense scrutiny, then followed her into the school and along a wide corridor.

‘The place is deserted, I’m afraid,’ she explained, waving a hand, vaguely, as she marched briskly ahead, the two men scuttling to keep up. ‘We are on half-term holiday. All the girls have gone home. You are lucky that I was still here when you rang; usually I like to visit my family in Frankfurt for a few days, but we have the decorators in here to paint some of the classrooms, and they need a watchful eye, if you know what I mean.’ She turned her head to throw a knowing look over her shoulder.

The men nodded – unsure, actually, what she did mean.

‘When will the school be reopening?’ Firkin asked.

‘The boarders will return tomorrow, Wednesday, ready for lessons to resume on Thursday. Turn left here.’ 

They turned off the corridor through a polished oak door into a spacious office.

One end of the room was occupied by an ancient ornamental desk, with a red-leather chair, nestling within a bay of tall, leaded windows. Miss Mandrake, however, waved a regal hand at two armchairs located at the other end of the room, in a conspiratorial triangle with a comfortable-looking settee.

Firkin and Glunes sank into the chairs, while the headmistress perched on the edge of the settee.

‘May I complement you on your English, Mrs Mandrake,’ said Firkin.

She smiled. ‘Thank you. I have lived here for many years.’

‘I may be wrong, but I don’t think Mandrake is a German name,’ he said. 

‘You are correct. I am impressed. It was my husband’s name, but he sadly died, five years ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. Is that when you started working here?’

‘Yes, that’s right. The Earl was starting the school, and I had experience of such things before I was married.’

Arthur felt uncomfortable sitting down. He preferred to be on his feet when interviewing; he believed that it gave him an edge, people were more likely to make a mistake. He stood up and began pacing, thinking. 

After a few leisurely strides he stopped. ‘How many girls are enrolled here, Mrs Mandrake?’

‘One hundred and eighteen, Inspector.’

He nodded, and resumed pacing. After a few steps he reached the window, where he stopped, arms folded across his chest, with his back to the room, apparently staring at the hills on the horizon.

‘You have a beautiful from your window, Mrs Mandrake,’ he commented.

She smiled. ‘Yes, I am very fortunate.’

‘How big is the estate?’ 

Gabrielle did not like shouting her answers across the room, so she, too, stood and crossed to the window. ‘About fifteen thousand acres. Why do you ask?’ 

He shrugged. ‘Oh, I just like to collect facts.’ After a moment, he turned to face her. ‘How much do parents pay for their children to attend Saint Clarissa’s?’

‘It depends on their circumstances, Inspector. Poorer families may only pay three thousand pounds a term, while better off parents contribute extra, up to ten thousand.’

‘And what about the Greene family?’ Arthur was doing some quick calculations in his head, and coming up with an astonishing annual turnover of more than two million pounds. 

Gabrielle glared at him disapprovingly. ‘I fail to see how that is relevant to your current enquiry,’ she said.

‘I am only trying to understand how Jade fits into the class hierarchy,’ he explained. He had a funny feeling that Jade’s parents were not paying the higher fees, despite their pretensions. ‘But, no matter. Would you say she is happy here?’

‘Well, perhaps not happy, exactly, but I do not think she is unhappy.’

Glunes, still sitting in one of the armchairs at the other end of the room, felt left out of things, so he, too, stood up and walked to stand near the desk. He looked at Firkin, waiting for the next question, but Arthur had turned back to look out of the window again. He seemed to be in deep thought, and showed no sign of resuming the interview. Toby guessed that it was up to him, now, 

‘Er … Mrs Mandrake,’ he began, opening his notebook.

‘Oh, please call me Gabrielle,’ she replied, leaning towards him with a smile.

‘Gabrielle,’ he continued, ‘Can you tell us, please, how Jade Greene gets on at school? Is she a good student? Does she mix with the other girls?’

Gabrielle gave a short shake of her head. ‘She is a shy girl – bright and studious, but quiet and insecure.’

‘Does she have many friends?’

‘Only one, Emiline Enilime.’

Toby wrote the name in his notebook, crossed it out, wrote it again, squinted at it, decided to leave it as it was. ‘Is she a local girl?’

‘No,’ replied Gabrielle, ’she is Swiss. She boards at the school, but she  has gone to stay with friends for the half term.’ She picked up a pen and pad from her desk and began writing something. 

‘Can you think of any reason why Jade would run away from home?’ Glunes asked. 

‘I think so, yes. You see, she is the middle child, and they often feel ignored – less loved than the elder and younger siblings – so I think that she has decided to test the family’s affections towards her by running away.’

She tore the page from her pad and handed it to Glunes. ‘That is the address and telephone number where Emiline Enilime is staying, with her name spelled correctly,’ she said with a small smirk.

Glunes thanked her, then, angry at being abandoned by his boss, turned to Firkin. ‘Are there any questions you want to ask, guv?’

Arthur returned his gaze from the window to Gabrielle. ‘Is it possible that any of the girls here might have helped her to plan this … escapade? Could she be hiding somewhere, perhaps in the school?’ he asked. 

‘You think it is a prank?’

He shrugged. ‘Am I wrong?’

‘Yes, I think you are wrong. Jade does not have enough friends here to carry out such a plan.’ 

‘Well I wouldn’t be surprised if she hiding somewhere,’ he said, irritably. ‘Have you searched the school?’

‘I? Alone, in a building of this size? Of course not, that would be impossible. But I am sure she’s not here. If I know Jade, this is the last place she would want to be.’

‘What about murder, then? Has she ever been threatened? Does she have any enemies?’

‘Oh, that’s ridiculous, Inspector! This is a school for ladies of class.’

‘In my experience, Mrs Mandrake, human nature is such that no class of people is immune to temptation, if the reward is big enough. Well, could she have been kidnapped, then, for ransom? Her parents are fairly well off.’ 

‘Definitely not!’

‘Are you sure of that?’

‘Quite certain.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because by now any kidnappers would be begging the parents to take her back.’


Esther Cipni

As she approached the outskirts of Ventwich, Jade passed the Waitrose store where her mother sometimes took her shopping. After the events of the last twenty-four hours, the familiar sight sparked a moment of welcome normality, until the thought struck her that her mother might be there. Anxiously, she looked around the car park for her mother’s car. Oddly, when she saw that it was not there, she felt a sudden sense of disappointment and loneliness. Times with her mother had not all been bad, in fact a whole stream of happy memories flashed past as she stood there, but she shook her head angrily and pushed on into the town. 

Ventwich was an old market town that had grown into a city, with tangled streets and look-at-me buildings. Near the centre, shops screamed for attention on all sides, sometimes elbowed aside by massive offices or sturdy, repurposed churches. People flowed in and out of doors like streams of multi-coloured ants, making the most of the pleasant sunshine following the earlier rain.

Passing as quickly as she could through the commercial centre of the town, Jade followed the signposts pointing to the station. Gradually, the big stores were replaced by estate agents, takeaways and pubs, and there were fewer people on the pavements, so she was able to make quicker progress at last. She had even spotted the station in the distance when, unexpectedly, she heard someone call her name. She stopped, and looked around, ready to run if it was anyone from her family. But the woman standing close beside her was a stranger.

Jade jumped. She was sure there had been no-one nearby. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded.

The woman appeared to be about fifty years old, tall and slim, with sharp blue eyes, and grey, wavy hair that fell like a waterfall down her back, nearly down to her waist. She was wearing a bright red dress, printed with flowers of various colours. A green and red linen bag hung from a long strap that crossed her chest from her shoulder. 

‘My name is Esther,’ the woman replied. ‘I have something to give to you.’

‘Has my father sent you?’

Esther laughed. ‘No, he knows nothing about me, and he does not know where you are … yet. Don’t worry, I won’t blow the whistle. But look, we don’t have much time. Follow me.’ She turned away towards a narrow side street.

‘I’m not going anywhere with you or anyone else,’ Jade stated, angrily, convinced that it was a trap. 

Esther stopped and turned back to face her. ‘Then you will learn nothing,’ she said, enigmatically, then turned away again and began walking down the empty side street.

‘What do you mean learn nothing?’ Jade shouted after her, but Esther just kept walking.

Still apprehensive, but now also curious, Jade followed her into the shadows.

The side street was almost narrow enough to be called an alley, and although there were doorways set at odd intervals into the grey-black walls on either side, they were all closed. There was not a soul in sight, apart from Esther marching a short way ahead.

After a minute or so, Esther stopped, and Jade caught up with her.

‘I’ve had enough of this!’ Jade said. ‘Either tell me what this is all about, or I’m off. I have a train to catch.’

Esther reached into her bag and produced a small, black box. ‘I told you that I have something for you,’ she said, holding it out towards Jade. ‘And this is it.’

Dubiously, Jade took the box. It seemed to weigh nothing at all. With another puzzled look at Esther, she opened the lid.

‘Why are you giving …?’ she started to ask, but the words floated away when she saw what was inside.

For there, nestling on a cushion of white satin, was a slender silver chain with an irregular-shaped green gem attached. As Jade took it from the box, she could see that the stone was smooth and polished, but not cut like a diamond. In fact, it looked as though it was made from a blob of glass.

‘What is this?’ she asked.

‘It’s jade, the gem that you were named after. It has special properties; it will amplify and enhance any magical skills you possess.’

‘Magical skills?’ Jade scoffed.

Esther shrugged and raised an eyebrow. ‘Put it on and find out.’

Jade glared at her. ‘Stop ordering me around,’ she hissed.

‘Please yourself,’ Esther replied, holding her hand out for Jade to return the gift.

Jade was torn between rebellion and curiosity. ‘Alright, but I don’t trust you.’

‘Of course,’ Esther said, smiling.

Jade unclasped the delicate chain and put it around her neck, fastening it again at the back. The chain was not long, so the stone settled just below the hollow of her throat.  

‘Good,’ Esther said. ‘Now don’t bite my head off, but I want you to close your eyes and touch the gem with your right hand.’

Uncharacteristically, resigned to events that were becoming more bizarre by the minute, Jade did as she was told.

Unsurprisingly, nothing happened, so she opened her eyes, prepared to take off the necklace and tell Esther exactly what she thought of this stupid game.

But everything had changed. 


Courses For Horses

At the top of a hill, three kilometres outside Ventwich, Arthur Firkin and Toby Glunes had parked their Astra across the gates of a stable-yard. Somehow, the local newspapers had heard about about the missing girl, and had splashed it all over the morning’s headlines. Within an hour, the owner of these stables had phoned the station to report a sighting.

They got out of the car and walked up to the big, steel gate, where they stopped. Arthur seemed unwilling to go any further. ‘Mr Crane,’ he called out to the empty yard.

‘It would be easier if we went in,’ Toby commented.

‘No need to do that,’ Arthur grunted. ‘Don’t want to get horse shit on my shoes.’

‘But it’s clean as a dinner plate, sir.’ Glunes waved a hand like a waiter, to make his point. 

Firkin cleared his throat. ‘Well, you can’t be too careful. Call him again.’

‘Mr Crane, it’s the police,’ Toby yelled.

‘He said he‘d be here,’ Arthur said, petulantly, when the man still failed to appear.

‘His Land-Rover is here. I’ll go in and look around,’ Toby offered.

‘Yes, you do that. I’ll wait here.’

Glunes gave him a funny look. ‘Is something wrong, skipper?’

‘Nothing’s wrong, sergeant. Just go and find that bloody man!’

With a shrug, Toby opened the gate and walked through. He noticed that the doors of the first stable were open, so he crossed the yard and started with that one. After peering in and calling the man’s name, and getting no reply, he made his way down the row, opening each one and calling out various versions of the same greeting. Finding no-one, he worked up the other side, becoming increasingly bored and increasingly tetchy about his boss, until he arrived back with Firkin, who was sitting on the bumper of the car, smoking a cigarette.

‘It would have been lot quicker if you had done one side of the yard,’ Toby grumbled.

‘Less cheek from you, son,’ Firkin replied, pushing himself to his feet. ‘One of us has to do the thinking.’

Just then, there was a call from the far end of the yard. ‘Sorry, gentlemen, I was down in the meadow, exercising Mabel.’

The men looked up to see a man in a brown boiler suit and outback hat, leading a huge, chestnut-coloured horse towards them. Arthur’s face went as white as a sheet.

‘Oh wow,’ said Toby, failing to notice Firkin’s reaction. ‘What a beauty.’

He walked up to the horse, which stood a good head taller than him. ‘May I greet her?’ he asked the man, who nodded, smiling.

Mabel responded to Toby’s affectionate stroking by lowering her head and gazing at his face as he caressed her cheek. She had a white blaze, the shape of Africa, between her eyes. 

‘Mr Steven Crane?’ demanded Firkin, who had backed away from the gate, and was loitering near his car, as though ready to run behind it.

‘That’s me. Are you Inspector Firkin?’

‘Yes!’ Arthur shouted. You say you have seen the missing girl?’

Crane took a step closer to the gate, to make conversation easier, but as soon as the horse started to follow him, Firkin darted behind the car. ‘Keep that beast away from me!’ he screeched.

‘Shall I hold her while you talk?’ Toby volunteered.

‘Thanks.’ Crane released the harness, and Toby took hold of it, then began to lead the animal down the yard. She followed as though she had known him all her life. They walked slowly, with her hooves ker-clopping on the concrete and Toby talking quietly to her. 

Firkin, visibly relieved, approached the gate again, and Crane joined him.

‘She was here,’ he told the inspector. ‘I saw her slip out and close this gate. It was at about eleven thirty this morning. I figured she might have been hiding in one of the stables overnight, and ran off when I arrived and started work.’ 

‘You’re sure it was her?’

‘Yeah, I’m certain. Looked exactly like the photo in the paper.’

‘Firkin was looking nervously down the yard as Toby turned the horse at the far end and began to walk back.

‘Which way did she go?’ he asked, hastily, backing away from the gate as Glunes and the horse came nearer.

‘Down the hill,’ Crane replied, pointing in the direction Jade had taken.

‘Thanks, Mr Crane,’ Arthur blurted, running towards the car. ‘We … er … had better be on our way.’ Without another word, he opened the passenger door and scrambled in, slamming it shut.

Glunes handed Mabel back to Crane with a grin. ‘Thanks for trusting me with her. She’s adorable.’

Crane nodded without further comment, but with an amused, sideways glance at Firkin sitting in the car. Then he led Mabel off towards her stable.


An Apothecary Shop

Jade stared around her in amazement. One second she had been alone with Esther in a deserted, narrow side street, and the next, astonishingly, Esther was gone and Jade was in the midst of a costume drama. She stared around her at shops with bow fronts and crown glass windows, crowded with men and women dressed in the fashions of … well, long ago. 

‘Is this a movie set?’ she wondered. It could have been, except that there were no cameras in sight. 

A couple walked past, and the man raised his top hat to her. Instinctively, she bobbed a little curtsey in reply. She had never curtseyed in her life, and was surprised that it seemed such a natural thing to do. Wait! She said to herself. Curtseyed? How? 

She looked down, and discovered that she was no longer wearing jeans, trainers and a tee-shirt. In their place was a honey-yellow, linen dress that nearly reached to the ground. Decorated with bits of white lace, it fitted tightly at her waist, and covered her right up to a buttoned neckline and down her arms with long, puffed sleeves. It ballooned out from the waist down, packed with layers of petticoats, and on her feet were laced boots that covered her ankles.

Shocked at the unexpected change, Jade looked up and down the street again, then behind her at a similar row of windows and doorways and people. What she saw was nothing like the alley that she had followed Esther into, and could have been taken from the top of a chocolate box.

‘But this is twenty nineteen,’ she told herself.

She looked more carefully at the nearest shop. The sign painted on a board above the door said that it belonged to:

 

R. J. Spangle – Apothecary – est. 1862 

 

Behind the small squares of glass that made up the window was a display of colourful heaps of crystals, and beyond that she could see bottles and jars in racks all around the walls. The shop interior glowed with the warm and inviting light from a gas lamp hanging from the ceiling.

‘What is going on?’ she asked her distorted reflection in the windows. ‘What am I doing here?’

Through the glass, she saw a man in a brown cotton coat, mixing stuff that bubbled and steamed as he poured it into a tangle of glass and metal equipment. He looked up and saw her, and smiled, then crossed to the door and came out. ‘Would madam care to enter?’ he enquired in a cultured voice, bowing and waving an open hand towards the entrance.

He was quite a large man, but jovial, not threatening. His face was round, with a magnificent moustache and sideboard set that made up for the lack of hair on the top of his head.

‘I … I don’t know,’ she stammered. ‘Would I?’ This was just too weird for words, like a scene from A Christmas Carol. 

But it was not a time for hesitation. She realised that the only way to find out what was going on was to enter into the spirit of the thing, to be bold, and decisive. ‘Yes, thank you,’ she said, and followed him into the shop.

‘I have been expecting you,’ he told her as he closed the door behind her and walked around the counter. ‘Your order is packed and ready.’

‘Expecting me? My order?’

‘Why, yes, of course. You are Miss Jade, are you not?’

‘Yes, but I have never been here before in my life,’ she protested.

‘No, indeed,’ he replied, smiling and nodding his head. ‘But I received instructions that I was to have your item packed and ready for collection at eleven o’clock today, and …’ he reached into the pocket of the waistcoat he was wearing under the brown coat, and drew out a large silver pocket watch: ‘… yes, there we are, it’s exactly eleven o‘clock. I do love punctuality.’

He replaced the watch in his pocket, then seemed to shrink for a moment, and his head became a full moon, as he stooped to reach beneath the counter, then he popped back up to full size, holding a tiny package in his chubby fingers. ‘Here it is.’

It was a small cube, wrapped in brown paper, tied with a ribbon, and with a white label stuck on one side. She reached out to accept it, but as soon as her fingers touched it, she felt a tingling up her arms, and heard a hundred voices whispering in her head, a mixture of joy and sorrow, of parting and homecoming, of darkness and light. She was so startled that she let out a cry and dropped the parcel on the counter top. It bounced once, then came to rest. The voices fell silent.

‘Are you alright?’ the apothecary enquired, anxiously.

‘Did you not hear the voices?’ she asked in turn.

He looked puzzled. ‘Voices, Miss? Yes, of course.’ 

‘No,’ she said, conscious of the irritation in her voice, but unable to stop it. ‘I mean voices in your head, when you touch the box.’

‘Yes, I understand what you are saying.’ He hesitated. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Jade. Is this your first time? Have you never heard the voices before?’

‘Certainly not! Only crazy people hear voices.’ She snatched up the box, but this time, the voices were much quieter, like people whispering in a far corner of the room. She looked at Spangle, but he just smiled in a kind, understanding, slightly condescending way. 

Feeling a bit silly, she held the the little box up to her eyes and read the label. In tiny, spidery letters, as though written by an elf, it said, simply: Mr Jasper Flanagan. There was no address. 

‘This is not for me,’ she told Spangle. ‘Look.’ She held it out for him to read the label. 

‘Yes, I know,’ he replied. ‘It is my understanding that you will give it to mister Flanagan when you see him.’

Jade’s frustration at all the strange events that were happening finally came to a head. She pushed the package across the counter towards him. ‘Mister Spangle, I don’t know this mister Flanagan, nor … nor any other mister Flanagan. I don’t know anyone in this town. Nobody. Not a soul. I have never been here before in my life. I don’t even know how I got here!’ 

He nodded, sympathetically. ‘I can see that this experience is new to you. Clearly, you were brought here by the gem,’ he pointed to her jade necklace, ‘but you do not yet know why. I’m afraid that I do not know, either. All I can tell you is that, in my work, I have learned that crystals can be very powerful. They are formed by forces of nature, making a link between the inert matter of the Earth, the life that lives upon it, and the realms beyond. They will speak to us, if only we will listen, and sometimes they can make things happen.’ 

Jade’s head was spinning. ‘You’re telling me that this piece of green glass …’ she held up the stone she was wearing ‘… transported me a hundred years back in time?’

‘Well, jade may appear to be similar to glass in some ways, Miss, but it is not glass. It is formed deep inside the Earth by enormous pressure and very high temperatures, and contains many rare elements.’ The words flew off his tongue as though he was reciting them from a text book. ‘Like all gems, it is bound both to this world and to the spirit world, and it has powerful magical properties. I have some jade here in my shop, as well as most of the other semi-precious stones. They all called out to me yesterday, and told me to prepare the item in this box. They told me your name and precisely what time you would come. The voices you heard were coming from the crystal in the box, talking to you through your piece of jade.’ 

Jade stared at him in amazement. All her education told her that this was impossible, and yet it seemed to be happening to her. 

‘You mean there’s another piece of jade in the box?’

He smiled. ‘Not jade, Miss. It’s jasper.’

‘Jasper? This is becoming ridiculous. A girl called Jade, with a piece of jade, is to take a piece of jasper to a man called Jasper?’

He laughed and nodded. ‘I don’t understand what it means, or why it is happening, but that’s about the gist of it.’

She picked up the box again. ‘Am I expected to pay for whatever it is?’ she asked, suspiciously. 

‘That is entirely up to you, Miss. I always trust the stones to guide me, and I am sure they will do the same for you, if you ask them. There was a cost to me, but you do not have to pay it unless you wish to.’

Jade looked down and, sure enough, exactly as she expected, there was a neat, linen bag hanging by a strap looped over her shoulders. In the circumstances, it just had to be there. Not knowing what to expect, she looked inside it and found a small purse. It, too, simply had to be there. And, in the purse were some coins; she did not recognise any of them – they might as well have been from another country. She shook them out onto the counter and looked up at Spangle for help. He counted them for her: 

‘You have seventeen shillings and fourpence, Miss Jade,’ he said.

She had no idea how much seventeen shillings and fourpence was worth. ‘What would be a reasonable amount for me to pay for the materials and your time?’ she asked.

‘Just a token of one penny, Miss, for the transaction. In all other things the stones take care of my needs.’

One penny did not sound much, but maybe it was worth a thousand pounds in this world, for all she knew. She pushed the coins around until she found a big, brassy one that had the words ONE PENNY stamped on the back, and Spangle nodded his thanks as she handed it to him. 

‘Did the stones tell you what I am to do now?’ she asked.

‘No, Miss, but I am sure that they will find a way of making it happen. I suspect that they wish you to deliver the parcel to mister Flanagan‘ 

‘But I don’t know him, nor where to find him,’ she snapped, then felt bad. ‘I’m sorry, this is all rather confusing.’

He smiled. ‘Life with the stones is often shrouded in mystery.’

A small metal bell tinkled behind Jade as the shop door was opened, and she looked round to see an elderly couple entering. She tucked the little parcel into her bag. ‘I should leave you to your business,’ she told the apothecary. ‘But there is one last thing I need to ask: do you know where I can find this Jasper Flanagan?’ 

‘I don’t know him, either, I’m afraid Miss.’ 

Jade shrugged. ‘Never mind. Thank you, mister Spangle. You have been most patient and kind. I must try to trust the stones as you do.’ She held out her hand – she still felt as though she was acting a part in a movie. 

‘Goodbye Miss,’ he replied, gently taking her hand and bowing slightly. 

As she left by the door which the elderly gentleman was holding open for her, she nodded her thanks to him, then reached up with her right hand to touch the little gem nestling at the bottom of her neck, hoping that it would transport her back to her own time. I did not.


A Chance Meeting

Glunes parked the car on the taxi rank outside Ventwich railway station, and the pair marched into the building and up to the ticket desk.

‘Has this young woman been here to buy a ticket?’ Arthur demanded, pushing a copy of Jade’s photo through to the startled clerk. When she did not answer, but merely stared at him with her mouth opening and closing like a goldfish, he reached into his jacket and produced his badge. ‘Detective Inspector Firkin, South Maitland Police,’ he announced, belatedly. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Glunes.’ 

The poor woman visibly relaxed when she realised it was only the police, and not the mafia. She picked up the picture and held it at arms length. ‘Nah! Ain’t never seen ’er afore.’ 

‘You’re quite certain?’

‘I am?’

‘No, I’m asking if you are. Certain, that is, I mean. She’s run away from home.’

She squinted at the photo again. ‘Not a very good picture, is it?’

‘Maybe if you put your glasses on?’ Toby suggested.

She tried that. Then turned the picture over. ‘Why’d you give it to me upside down,’ she grumbled.

Arthur sighed. ‘Has she been in here to buy a ticket today?’ Glunes was sniggering behind him. 

‘Nope! Certain of that.’

Arthur turned and marched off without another word, leaving Glunes to finish off.

Toby fished a card out of his pocket and passed it through the hatch. ‘Thanks, Mrs Botham,’ he said, reading her name from the badge that was hanging on a string around her neck. ‘Keep the picture. If she should come here, ring us on the number on that card. Ok?’ 

She nodded, and he smiled and left.

Arthur was sitting in the car, waiting, a scowl on his face. ‘Coach depot,’ he grunted as Toby slid into the driver’s seat. 

They pulled out of the station entrance and began to accelerate, but almost at once Glunes had to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting a woman who had walked straight out onto the street in front of them. The car screeched to a halt in a cloud of smoke from the tyres, and another car travelling in the opposite direction had to do the same.

The woman seemed oblivious to what had happened, and carried on walking towards the station as though in a trance. She was tall and slim, dressed in a brightly-coloured dress that reached her ankles, and she had long grey hair. Arthur jumped out of the stationary car to speak to her, and Toby parked up on the yellow lines to wait for him.

‘Wait, Madam!’ Arthur called out as he ran after her, but she was either ignoring him or did not hear. 

Eventually, he caught up to her and stood in her way, forcing her to stop. She stared at him in surprise. 

‘You just walked out into the road in front of two cars,’ he explained, panting from the running. ‘You could have been killed!’

She looked over her shoulder, towards the road, then back to Firkin. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Inspector, I was deep in thought and did not notice.’

Arthur was about to reply when something struck him. ‘How do you know I’m a police officer?’ he demanded.

‘Well, you are, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, but ...’ he looked down at himself to check, ‘… I’m not wearing anything that would tell you that.’

She smiled. ‘Oh, I don’t know, you just look like a policeman.’

‘What is your name?’ he demanded.

‘Esther Cipni,’ she replied with that smile again.

‘Well, Mrs Cipni …’

‘Miss,’ she interrupted.

‘… Miss Cipni,’ Arthur continued, ‘you must be more careful in future, not just for yourself – someone else could be hurt.’

‘I’m terribly sorry, Inspector. I will take care from now on.’

With a curt nod of his head, Arthur hurried off, anxious to get his enquiries finished and head for home.

Esther Cipni continued towards the station entrance. ‘Oops,’ she said to herself. ‘That was clumsy.’


Charlie Dickens

A long time in the past, Jade loitered outside Mister Spangles’ Apothecary Shop for a while, studying the people thronging the street, trying to get a hold on the situation. Clearly, she was not dreaming – everyone knows that you wake up when you realise it is a dream – so, assuming it was real, where was she? And, just as important, how far back in time had she travelled? She wished she had asked mister Spangle, but so many weird things had happened that she had let the opportunity slip by. 

What could she work out from things around her?

Well, there were no cars – people who were not on foot were either on horseback or were riding in horse-drawn carriages. When were cars invented? She tried to remember. The best she could come up with was that it must have been around nineteen hundred or so.

That means I am now in eighteen something or other? she thought. Then she remembered that Spangle’s shop had been established in eighteen sixty two. That was useful. So she was somewhere between eighteen sixty two and nineteen hundred … give or take ten or twenty years. 

What about fashions? The women passing by were wearing beautiful gowns that covered them from high, buttoned neckline to invisible toes, with wide skirts, and behinds that stuck out far more than any natural behind should. Men were dressed in black or brown coats or jackets, with straight trousers and polished shoes or boots. Some wore big, black top hats. 

She searched her memory. What had they studied in history at school? She could not remember many details, but they had been shown old drawings of fashions a bit like these, and she recalled thinking at the time how quaint they looked – the class had even laughed at some of them. Now, on living people, they did not look weird at all. There had been no photographs, as far as she could remember, only drawings and paintings, and she was sure that photography did not become widely available until late in Victorian times – the eighteen seventies or eighties or something like that. Meaning she could be even further back than she had first thought. But how could a necklace have taken her back in time a hundred and forty or even a hundred and fifty years? And why? And where did her clothes come from? 

Well, this was getting her nowhere! Perhaps Jasper Flanagan had some answers; it was time to try to find him. She was about to start asking passers-by if anyone knew the name, when an idea stopped her. 

Magic properties, hey? she said under her breath. Right, let’s give this thing a try. 

She closed her eyes and touched the gem at her neck again, while forming the name Jasper Flanagan in her mind. Nothing much seemed to happen, yet somehow she felt that she knew which way to go. She set off, following her instincts.

She soon realised that she was not in Ventwich – at least, it was nothing like the Ventwich she knew. She had often been there in her time, but the layout of these streets was completely different, and there was not a single building she recognised. Could it have changed so much in a hundred and whatever years? 

As she walked, there became fewer shops, fewer carriages, and fewer people, and the houses were more widely spaced. After only fifteen minutes or so she reached the edge of the town, the pavement came to an end, and all there was to see was an unmade road stretching off into open country, with gently rolling hills, and a river winding away into the distance. The scenery was vaguely familiar, as though she had been there at some time, but she could not think when or where it had been. 

Disappointed, beginning to doubt her judgement, Jade stopped to think.

It was possible, of course, that mister Flanagan lived beyond the town, but somehow the impulse that had driven her in this direction had faded. Perhaps she had missed a turning along the way? Or perhaps she had imagined the feeling, and the gem had no powers after all. 

She took a deep breath, and turned around to retrace her steps … and crashed into a boy who was standing close behind her. Both of them fell to the ground, with Jade lying on top of the boy, so that, though he struggled to extricate himself and run away, he was unable to get out from under her. 

‘What were you up to, creeping up on me like that?’ she demanded angrily, holding onto him as she struggled to get back onto her feet. ‘You were going to rob me, weren’t you?’ 

‘No Miss. Sorry Miss. Nothing like that, Miss. Honest Miss.’ he blurted, still trying to escape. 

He looked to be no more than about ten years old, shabbily dressed and dirty, with a mess of brown hair. And he smelled of body odour and other unpleasant things. 

‘Stop struggling,’ she ordered, hanging onto his grubby jacket. ‘I’m not going to harm you.’ 

He relaxed a bit.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked, gently. 

‘Charlie,’ he mumbled.

‘Do you have a last name?’

‘Dickens,’ he replied, belligerently.

Jade laughed. ‘Well, mister Charlie Dickens, it is an honour to meet you. I have to tell you that I really enjoy reading your books. My name is Jade Greene.’ She took a chance on releasing him, and held out her hand.

He grinned and nervously shook the offered hand. ‘Rory. It’s Rory, really. My friends call me Rory.’ He still looked ready to bolt at the first sign of danger. 

‘I like that name better,’ Jade smiled. ‘Rory, do you know your way around here very well?’

‘Better than most, Miss.’

‘Then will you tell me the name of this town, please?’

A shifty look crossed his face. ‘Well, Miss, I’m ’appy to help, but when a fella’s ’ungry, well, his mem’ry gets a bit unreliable, like. Y’know?’

Jade suddenly realised how hungry she was, too. Her last meal had been half a sandwich, a hundred and something years in the future. She remembered the bag she was carrying – the one  that had materialised with the outfit she was wearing – and the money in the purse. ‘How much food would one penny buy?’ she asked. 

‘A small loaf, Miss, or a baked potato.’

Well, that answered the question about the value of money.

‘And if a person wanted a cooked dinner at a cafe or an inn?’

His face took on the look of someone who has just glimpsed heaven. ‘Maybe sixpence, Miss.’

‘Will you take me to such a place?’

He grabbed her hand. ‘This way, Miss!’


Jasper

The innkeeper looked suspiciously at Rory when they entered, but was happy to take Jade’s shilling in exchange for two dinners. ‘Pick a table,’ he said. ‘I’ll bring your food over.’ 

The room was gloomy, lit only by a gas lamp hanging in the middle of the ceiling, and the air was smokey from a number of men sitting around smoking pipes. They found a quiet table, away from the men, and sat down. The table was sticky, and so was the floor, and Jade was having second thoughts about the whole thing. 

After a few minutes, the innkeeper brought two plates of stew. To Rory, who had been eating almost nothing but scraps his entire life, it looked like a banquet, but Jade’s tummy lurched at the sight of the greasy mess. Nevertheless, she was hungry, so she began picking at it. It tasted better than it looked, and she was soon tucking in, but it was not enough to distract her mind from the questions that needed answering. 

‘Rory, this may seem like an odd question, but where are we?’

‘This is Hamburton, Miss.’ 

‘Hamburton? But that’s where I started from. I walked for a whole day to … oh, never mind. Rory, I don’t know how I got here, I don’t know anyone here except you and mister Spangle, and I don’t even have a bed to sleep in tonight.’

‘Me neither. Can’t ’member when I slept in a bed.’

‘Why? What happened? Where are your parents?’

‘Me mother died givin’ birth to me sister, Emma. Then our pa went out one day an’ never came back. Din’t say anythin’, just vanished. The landlord kicked me an’ Emma out a week later, cos of the unpaid rent, you know, an’ that was that.’ 

‘That’s dreadful! Where’s Emma?’

‘She died too. She got ill. I did me best, but …’

‘I’m sorry.’ She leaned across the table and touched his grubby little hand. ‘How old are you?’

‘I don’t rightly know. Never learned to count.’

Their plates were empty, and the innkeeper came to take them away. ‘Are you related to young Rory?’ he asked Jade.

Jade smiled. ‘No, we only met an hour ago.’

‘Well, it’s right kind of you to help him out,’ the man said. ‘He’s had a tough life.’ 

‘Do you know his family?’

‘Not much. His mother was a good ’un, but his father was nothin’ but trouble. Spent all his money on ale. Many’s the night I had to throw him out into the street on account of his fightin’ and causin’ trouble.’

‘Where is he now, do you know?’

‘Old Grayson Flanagan? He got sent to prison for thievin’, I think. Ain’t seen ’im for years.’

Jade was suddenly alert. ‘Flanagan? You said his name was Flanagan? I’m looking for a mister Jasper Flanagan, is he related?’

The two of them stared at her as though she had said a forbidden word.

‘Jasper Flanagan, you say?’ said the innkeeper slowly.

‘Yes. I have something for him.’

‘Well then, you‘d better give it to him, ’cos that’s him sittin’ at the table with you.’

Suddenly Jade realised why she had stopped walking when she did, an hour or so ago, and why the drive to find Jasper had faded. She had already found him. Rory was Jasper!

The innkeeper left the two young people and returned to his bar, and Jade reached into her bag to retrieve the package she was carrying for Jasper. She handed it to him, and Rory peeled off the brown paper, revealing a small box, which he put on the table, with a puzzled look at Jade. It seemed that he was afraid to open it, as though he was expecting to be disappointed.

‘Is this a trick?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘No, it’s for you. I don’t know much about what’s in it, but I was told to find you and give it to you.’ 

After hesitating for a few moments, he picked it up again and took off the lid, then stared big-eyed at the object lying on a bed of cotton wadding inside the box. 

‘What is it?’ Jade asked, seeing the amazement on Rory’s face.

He held out the box for Jade to see inside. It was a gold ring – a simple band of gold, wider than it was thick. Mounted on it, in a simple clasp, was an oval shaped red stone.

And I only paid a penny for it, she thought. 

‘It must be worth a million pounds,’ Rory said, his voice a shocked whisper. No-one had ever given him anything, let alone something as valuable as a gold ring.  

‘I half expected it to be a necklace like the one Esther gave me,’ Jade said, quietly. She reached up to her neck and showed him the one she was wearing.

‘Who is Esther?’ he asked, absently, as he reverently took his gift out of the box and held it up to the sunlight streaming in through the window. The gold gleamed in the light, and the stone was a deep, warm russet colour, with fine veins of bright red running through it.

Jade smiled at his expression. She remembered how she had felt on her ninth birthday when her parents gave her her first real mobile phone. ‘I don’t know anything about her,’ she admitted. ‘She appeared from nowhere and gave me my necklace; she said it was magical. Next thing I knew she vanished and I was here in Hamburton. Then a man in a shop gave me that package to deliver to you. Well, are you going to put it on?’

He nodded, and she watched as he tried it on several fingers until it fitted snugly on the biggest finger of his right hand.

‘The man who gave it to me said that the stone has the same name as you: jasper,’ she told him. ‘Does anything happen when you touch it?’

He touched the stone with his left hand. Nothing happened. ‘What’s it supposed to do?’ he asked. 

Jade suddenly laughed. ‘I have absolutely no idea! I half expected this place to disappear. That’s what happened when I touched mine. I was in Ventwich, and then I landed here.’ She decided to not mention that she had also travelled a century and a half from the future. 

He looked at her as though she had said that she had a pet dragon, or that it was snowing in August.

‘What year is this?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘Dunno, I don’t do numbers – hang on.’ He got up and crossed the room to speak to the innkeeper. Moments later he was back. ‘He says it’s eighteen seventy six,’ he said as he sat down again, then resumed gazing at his priceless gift. 

That helped Jade a bit. At least she knew where she was in space and time, at last.

She was about to speak again when Rory suddenly looked up and said: ‘We have to go.’

Oddly, she had been getting the same feeling.

She nodded, and they made their way towards the exit. 


Nothing Is As It Seems

Jade and Rory closed the door of the inn behind them, and Jade led the way southwards.

Now that she knew they were in Hamburton, not Ventwich, Jade began to recognise the layout of the streets, and some of the buildings, but most of them had changed dramatically. A pizza place in her time was a butcher’s shop in Rory’s, and she recognised another building, where bicycles were being sold and repaired, as the mini-market she was sometimes sent to for her mother’s cigarettes. Houses had become cafes, the computer shop was a haberdashery, and the inn from which they had just emerged would be completely demolished at some time to make room for a roundabout.

Jade was striding ahead, deep in thought,  quite unaware that Rory, who was trotting beside her trying to keep up, was becoming agitated, until he stopped suddenly. ‘Hold on, hold on,’ he said, ‘where are we going?’

‘It will be nightfall in an hour or two,’ Jade replied, still deep in her thoughts. ‘We need to find somewhere to sleep.’ 

‘Well why didn’t you ask me, then?’ he grumbled. ‘I live here, remember? I know lots of places where we can shelter. And, anyway, this road leads out of Hamburton.’ 

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, Rory. I wasn’t thinking. I should have talked it over with you. I’m afraid I spend so much time on my own that I’ve got used to only thinking about myself. The thing is, now that I know where we are, I wanted to see my home. This road goes right past it, and beyond it is Thursley Manor.’

‘You live here? I thought you said you have nowhere to sleep.’ 

She laughed. ‘Well, I don’t live here yet, but I will, one day.’

He gave her a puzzled look.

‘I can’t explain it right now,’ she said. ‘To be honest, I don’t really understand what has happened myself. But look, I think I know where we can shelter for the night. Do you mind if we just keep going this way for now?’

‘Okay, but don’t forget I’m here. I’m not a dog following you around. I had a life before you arrived.’ 

Jade was embarrassed by her thoughtlessness. ‘It was terrible of me. I’m really sorry. You are a special friend, and I should have been more considerate.’

She held out her arms for a hug, and Rory grinned and accepted.

They set off again, out of Hamburton and along a rough road, heading southwards. One or two carriages jolted past them, and they received curious looks from the drivers and occupants, but no-one gave them any trouble. 

They had walked about three or four kilometres when Jade stopped, a confused expression on her face.

‘What’s up?’ Rory asked.

She turned to look left and right, staring at hedges and trees and open farmland stretching away on both sides of the road.

‘My house should be here,’ she said, and pointed. ‘Right there. I thought we might be able to sleep in one of the outbuildings.’ 

But there was not a single building in sight in any direction. She realised that the ‘old’ house in which she had grown up was not as old as it pretended to be, and she began to laugh. 

Rory looked at her. ‘What’s funny?’

She shook her head, still grinning. ‘I have learnt so much today,’ she told him. ‘But this is the best thing so far.’ She put her arm around his shoulders. ‘Rory, nothing is ever what it seems to be. Oh, this is crazy, but strangely enough I am loving it!’ 

She began to laugh again, and Rory could not help smiling at her strange behaviour.

‘Let’s go and look at the school … I mean Thursley Manor,’ she said.

He raised his eyebrows and folded his arms, refusing to budge. 

Jade laughed. ‘Sorry. Shall we go and look at Thursley Manor?’

He grinned and nodded. ‘Now you’re learning. Lead on, your majesty.’ 

Less than half an hour later, as the sun was lowering itself into the sofa of the horizon, they reached the entrance to the Du Toit estate. 

Jade recognised the gates at once, but was surprised to find them brand new and unpainted, and the red-brick pillars supporting them were freshly built. An even bigger surprise, though, was that the road on the other side of the gates was under construction – she had only ever known it as a completed driveway. The workers had finished for the day, and had abandoned their massive steam engines and other machinery, which stood like mammoths on the grass verges, their mighty power frozen in time. The tarmac ended abruptly where the machines were standing, with only the ruins of the forest to be seen beyond, pointing like an accusing finger at the mansion. The stumps of hundreds of trees dotted the chewed up ground like gravestones, and there were smoking bonfires everywhere and huge stacks of timber waiting to be carted away. It was a bleak sight.  

A little cottage had recently been built close to the entrance, a Gatekeeper’s House, and there were lights at the windows.  

‘It was unoccupied in my time,’ Jade explained. ‘I had thought we might be able to break in and sleep there, but that’s obviously not possible now.’

Rory squinted at her. ‘There you go again, being all mysterious. What do you mean in my time?’

Jade looked down at her feet. ‘This is really difficult. I’m not hiding anything, but I don’t know how much to tell you without sounding like a lunatic.’ She took a deep breath and looked him in the eyes. ‘You said this is eighteen seventy six, right? Well …’ she took a deep breath, then plunged on: ‘I haven’t been born yet, in eighteen seventy six. My birthday is the twelfth of May two thousand and six. Somehow, I have come here from the future. When Esther gave me this necklace, it carried me back in time.’ 

He stared with his mouth open.

‘It’s true,’ she blurted. ‘I didn’t tell you before because it sounds so strange. I can hardly believe it myself, but it has happened.’

‘I don’t understand. What does back in time do? What is it?’

Jade searched in her mind for a way to explain it. She had grown up with books and films that took the concept of time travel for granted, but Rory had never had reason to even think about it.

‘You know how you can think about something that you did yesterday, and you wish you had done it differently? Well, this is like being able to go back to that thing and having a chance to do it again; except that I seem to have gone back to a time before I was even born.’ 

‘How?’

‘I don’t know. I honestly have no idea how it works. The stone on my necklace has something to do with it, but that’s all I know. I have no control over it, and no idea why it’s happening, or what to do about it.’ She shrugged her shoulders and waved her arms in exasperation.

A movement beyond the gates caught their eyes. A man had come out of the gatekeeper’s cottage and was shambling up the road towards them, carrying a lantern in one hand. He was past his prime, stout, red-faced, with sparse hair and thick sideboards. He swaggered, as though drunk, but still looked as though he could handle himself. His clothes, though probably quite smart when they were younger, now struggled to cling together. 

‘What do you want?’ he growled when he reached them. He held up the lantern to get a better look at them. 

Jade was about to answer politely, but Rory spoke first.

‘What’s it to you, grandpa?’ he said, belligerently.

‘This is proy-vit prar-pitty,’ the man replied. ‘Ain’t no tres-pass-in’ allowed.’ He recited the word as though someone had taught him how to say it. 

‘Well, we ain’t tres-pass-in,’ said Rory, mimicking the man’s tone. ‘We is just a-walkin’ along the Queen’s ’ighway, mindin’ our own businessess-esses.’ 

Jade suppressed a snigger, but the man was not amused. 

‘In that case, bugger orf!’ he shouted, flapping his hands at them like table-tennis bats.

Behind him, in a kind of replay of his arrival, they saw a woman come out from the cottage, like a slightly smaller version of the gatekeeper. She moved just like the man, and as she came closer they could see that she was even dressed much like him – the only difference was that she had more hair and no sideboards. She, too, carried a lantern in one hand, but in the other she was carrying a shotgun, and when she reached the man’s side she handed it to him. He took it, wordlessly, then pointed it at Rory.

‘Now clear orf, or I might accidentally shoot yer dead.’

Rory and Jade did not wait to find out if he meant it or not; they ran as fast as they could down the lane until they turned a corner and were out of his sight.

They stopped running and stood panting and laughing, but Jade soon fell silent. Despite admiring Rory’s handling of the confrontation, she was feeling dejected. ‘Nothing is going to plan,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry I got you into this, Rory. I should have left it to you. Now where are we going to sleep?’ 

‘That’s easy,’ he grinned. ‘Come with me.’

He led her along the side of the high stone wall that ran around the estate. He seemed to know where he was going, and, sure enough, about ten minutes on, as the night closed in, they came to a part of the wall that had partly fallen down. 

‘You knew that was here!’ Jade exclaimed.

‘Well, they will eventually repair it, but there’s always a gap somewhere,’ he replied, beaming. He had been surviving alone all his life, but had never had a chance to show his skills to anyone before. ‘I come out here regular, to poach a rabbit or pheasant, or whatever I can get.’ 

She hugged him. ‘You are amazing,’ she told him. His face shone with happiness.

They climbed carefully up and over the rubble, and were soon in the woodland beyond – and in total darkness.

‘This way,’ his voice told her, and she felt him take her hand. 

‘Can you see in the dark?’ she asked.

His voice laughed from the gloom. ‘Yeah, a bit. I had a lot o’ practice.’

He led her through the trees, eventually stopping after a few minutes.

‘What’s here?’ she asked, straining her eyes to see where they were.

‘Somewhere to sleep,’ he told her. ‘Wait there, don’t move.’

She heard a rustling of bushes, then some scratching sounds, and suddenly a light flickered in the darkness. Moments later, Rory’s face appeared, illuminated by a candle. ‘In you come,’ he said. He turned back, dropped to his knees again, and crawled through a gap in the bushes. 

Jade’s dress made it harder for her, but she gathered it up and carefully lowered herself to the ground, then followed his silhouette into the darkness. She soon found herself in a small room, like the inside of a tent, made from the living branches of the bushes, bent inwards and tied together over a small clearing. There was nothing much there, but it was snug and dry, and he even had a couple of blankets.

‘Welcome to your hotel for the night, madam,’ he said, grinning in the candle-light.


The Road To … Where?

Tired from an amazing day, and feeling surprisingly content, they both slept well, and awoke at dawn next morning as the countryside came alive to the sound of birdsong. They crawled out of Rory’s little den into the cool morning air and stood up. Through the trees, they could see the rising sun glinting like a mischievous fairy. 

They walked together to the edge of the wood and looked out over the Du Toit estate. The wood sat on top of a slight hill, and at the foot of it was the old road that linked Thursley to Hamburton. Beyond the road, the ground rose again to more woodland, like a mirror image of where they were standing. Below them, the shallow valley was filled with mist, hiding the road from sight, so that it looked like a magical river, flowing towards the mansion. 

‘What is our plan for the day, your majesty?’ Rory asked with a cheeky grin. Despite his self-confidence, and his protest of the day before, he seemed to be happy for Jade to take the role of leader in this mysterious situation. 

She looked out towards the parkland around Thursley Manor, where occasional trees and follies and humps of higher ground reared out of the mist like creatures leaping from an eerie ocean. The chaos of the road works that they had seen the previous evening was completely hidden from their view by the hills and the trees.

‘I don’t know what to do, Rory. This all looks much the same as in my time, but almost everything I’m used to has gone … has yet to happen. I had hoped that, when we got here, we would find some kind of answer, but …’ 

He took her hand, and they stood in silent thought.

‘Trust the stones!’ she suddenly said. 

‘What?’

‘Trust the stones. The crystals. That’s what we must do. The man in the shop told me that his crystals take care of him – even tell him what to do, sometimes. He said that if I trust them, they will guide me, too. Well, the stones brought us together, so we must ask them what to do next.’ She turned to face him. ‘Give me your right hand, the one with your ring.’ He reached out his right hand, and she took it in her left. ‘Close your eyes,’ she ordered, and with her own eyes also closed, she touched the jade on her necklace with her right hand.

They waited. 

Jade opened one eye and looked around. It all looked the same. She sighed.

Rory’s eyes opened. ‘Anything?’

She shook her head. ‘No. You?’ 

He shrugged. ‘Perhaps. I feel a desire to walk down to the road.’

‘Well, that’s more than I have at the moment, so let’s do it.’

Still holding hands, they crossed the wide grassy slope down into the mist, and on through its smothering, chilly greyness until they reached the road. And when they reached it, they stopped, because that was when the magic happened, and this time Jade actually saw it happen.

A sudden wind blew in their faces, swirling the mist around them like smoke from a bonfire. The sun, that had just risen, set again, then rose and raced across the sky, set, rose, set again and rose again and again, faster and faster. And trees began to grow all around them, popping out of the ground as though being pushed up from below, flickering green-bare-brown-green-bare-brown in the blink of an eye. Eventually, it all slowed down, the mist closed in around them again, and they found themselves standing in the middle of a rough track. 

But there was no time to wonder at what they had seen, because, emerging from the mist, thundering towards them, a team of four horses was galloping flat out along the lane. They were seconds away from being crushed by a stagecoach.


The Ancient Curse

The South Maitland Police offices were part of County Hall, a concrete slab on the outskirts of Ventwich. Arthur Firkin arrived at nine o’clock to start the new day, but as he was signing the duty roster, the uniformed sergeant, Perry (the Perfect Policeman) Patterson, handed him a slip of paper. It was a form used by the Duty Officer to record incoming phone calls. It said: 

Time of call: 08:37  

Caller: Gabrielle Mandrake, Saint Clarissa’s School. 

Message:  Sightings of wild dogs in the school grounds.

Action: Promised we will look into it.

‘It’s probably not connected to your investigation, Arthur, but as it’s the girl’s school the Chief thought you should deal with it,’ Patterson told him. 

Firkin pulled a face – the kind of face he made when he drank coffee from his flask. ‘Oh, come on Perry. I’ve wasted enough time on that silly case already.’ 

‘Well, perhaps you can pass it onto Glunes,’ Patterson replied, grinning, nodding his head towards the door.

Toby Glunes was just arriving, eyes half closed, shuffling sleepily toward them. Arthur passed him the message.

Toby read it, then handed it back to Firkin, shaking his head. ‘Nah, nothing to do with us, Uniform can deal with it.’ He proceeded to sign in on the roster sheet. 

Arthur nodded and tried to slide the slip under the glass barrier back to Perry, but the sergeant was having none of it. ‘Bates is adamant that he wants you to go back to the school and check it out,’ he told Arthur with a shrug, pushing the paper back again.

‘Damn!’ Arthur said, thrusting the slip at Glunes again. ‘Ok, Toby, you can handle that, I have … er … have other … er … things to do here.’ 

But Glunes had the perfect get-out. ‘Can’t, I’m afraid guv, I’ve got my medical at ten o’clock. You’ll have to go.’ It was all he could do not to laugh out loud. 

~ o ~

An hour later, Arthur Firkin was parking the car at Saint Clarissa’s School For Young Ladies. 

Gabrielle Mandrake met him at the front door. ‘Welcome again, Inspector. I will take you to the library; there is something I wish to show you.’ 

 Unlike his previous visit, the place was alive with activity. Girls were hurrying from one class to another, chattering loudly, and he could hear singing coming from somewhere. 

‘What’s this about dogs?’ Arthur asked as they pushed through the raging tide of students. 

‘Some of the girls returned to the dormitory yesterday, and I was informed this morning that four of them claim to have seen wild dogs in the school grounds late last night.’ 

‘What do you mean by wild dogs, Miss Mandrake?’

‘Just that, Inspector: large dogs, running wild. The girls said that they had seen a pack of huge, black wolves wandering the grounds.’ 

They entered the library, which looked, to Firkin, big enough to serve a small city. 

‘That’s very odd, but it doesn’t sound like anything connected with the missing girl, Miss Mandrake,’ he said as Gabrielle led him to a reading table. 

‘You may be right. But there is something here I think you should see.’

She pushed a map towards him across the table. It was elegantly hand-drawn and hand-coloured on a large sheet of paper that was browned with age and tattered at the edges. It showed the town of Hamburton and the area around it, with the river Hemp twisting like a blue snake from top right to bottom left. The town was neatly depicted as carefully-drawn little houses, each different, with little people and little carts on the streets, and the river had clumps of reeds and ducks and the heads of fish rising amidst ripples.

‘This is a map drawn in seventeen hundred and four, showing the town and the outlying district,’ she explained. She indicated a patch of land on the outskirts of the town, enclosed with a bold, irregular line. ‘This is the Du Toit Estate, with Thursley Manor in the centre, here. It is now Saint Clarissa’s, as you know. 

‘Now, you can see that, when the map was drawn, the estate was almost covered with forest?’ She waved her hand over the area, and Firkin nodded. ‘Well, that is how it was when the land was given by King James The First to the Du Toit family in sixteen hundred and eight. It was said that the wood was guarded by Sysemor, a spirit from the Underworld. The first Earl met with Sysemor and promised that, in exchange for her permission for some of the forest to be cleared to enable a house to be built here, the rest of the forest would always be protected. 

‘But over the years, trees at the edges of the forest were cut down to make hunting easier, and in eighteen seventy six, the ninth Earl had a huge channel cut through the wood to build a new road to the house – the road by which you arrived. There is hardly anything left of the forest now but a few trees, a few tiny clusters where this forest once stood.

‘Ever since that day, every generation of the Du Toit family has suffered some kind of dreadful catastrophe, and it is said that Sysemor has placed a curse upon the family. Whenever a Du Toit child enters their fourteenth year, they fall victim to some disease or accident – and before each event, a pack of huge, ghostly dogs are seen wandering the grounds. The people have called them the Spectral Hounds, because of their appearance.’ 

‘Did the Du Toit family die out?’

‘No, they still live in the house, in the west wing,’ she replied. ‘The school is their project, their legacy. The current holder of the title is the twelfth Earl, who lives here with his daughter.’

‘Just him and the daughter?’

‘Yes, his wife is … unwell. She is being cared for in a special home.’

‘Does the daughter attend the school?’ he asked.

‘Yes, she was one of the girls who saw the Hounds. That is why there is so much consternation; she had her thirteenth birthday last week, and they are expecting something terrible to happen.’

‘And these Spectral Hounds have appeared as a warning,’ Firkin added.

She nodded. ‘Exactly.’

‘What a load of superstitious nonsense!’ he spluttered. 

She was a little surprised at his reaction. ‘No-one knows for sure, Inspector. Perhaps there is some truth in it. Are there not things beyond our comprehension?’ 

‘Just because something is not understood does not mean that it must have a supernatural cause, Miss Mandrake. There is always a scientific explanation. I would like to speak to these girls who claim to have seen the hounds.’ 

She decided not to argue. ‘I anticipated that you would wish to see them. They are in the lecture room.’

Arthur nodded, and Gabrielle led the way out of the library and along corridors that were, by that time, empty of students. 

As they walked, Gabrielle spoke quietly. ‘Be on your guard, Inspector. These girls are privileged. Many of them are arrogant, and some have a wicked streak. The Earl’s daughter is Mercia, she is the ringleader. The others do what she tells them.’

Arthur nodded. ‘Thanks.’

She stopped and opened a door. ‘Here we are.’ 

He followed her into a room that might have featured in a horror film about bodies being dissected and reassembled. Wooden seats, rising in tiers, were arranged in a semi-circle around what looked like an altar. Arthur could have sworn that he saw a rat scuttling away. There was a sharp smell of chemicals (mostly ammonia, it seemed to Firkin). Four girls were waiting, not very quietly.

‘Girls!’ Gabrielle shouted, and they stopped chatting. ‘Inspector, these are Mercia Du Toit, Harmony Pottinger, and the twins Bernadine and Kitty Sangster. Girls, this is Detective Inspector Firkin. You are to tell him everything you saw.’ 

One girl smirked, two giggled conspiratorially, and one looked scared. Gabrielle glared at them, trying to telepathically tell them not to let the school down, then walked across to the other side of the semi-circle and sat down on one of the benches to watch and wait.

Arthur perched on the edge of a seat near the girls. ‘Right, who wants to tell me what you saw?’ 

‘We didn’t do anything wrong,’ said Mercia at once. 

‘Of course not, Mercia. So, you were out walking in the gardens after dark, not doing anything wrong, when you saw some dogs?’

‘Yes,’ said one of the twins.

‘There were three of them,’ said the other.

That left Harmony, who felt that she should say something. ‘Big,’ she said. 

‘Yeah, big as ponies, they were.’ Mercia was getting into her stride. 

‘And you could see through them,’ added Harmony.

‘You mean they weren’t real?’ asked Arthur.

‘Oh no, they were real, but not solid,’ Harmony answered. ‘Like they were made of smoke.’ 

Arthur pushed himself onto his feet, and walked a few slow steps away from the girls.

‘Would you say they were the Spectral Hounds?’ he asked, turning to look directly at Mercia.

‘Yes,’ she replied, nodding her head for emphasis.

‘And how do you know about the Spectral Hounds?’

‘I know about the curse,’ Mercia replied.

He waited, looking from one face to the next. 

‘It’s all in the family records,’ she added, defiantly. 

‘And you thought you would have some fun by pretending to see them!’ Firkin banged on a desk with his hand, making them jump. ‘Do you know that it is a criminal offence to waste police time with false statements?’

Three of the girls looked nervous, but Mercia stood up and glared at Arthur. 

‘It’s all true, mister policeman, and you would do well to take it seriously.’

There was something in the way she said it that made a shiver run down Firkin’s spine.


Amberlyn

Jade and Rory stared. It took precious seconds for their minds to process the sudden change of circumstances, seconds during which the team of horses hurtled closer, their harnesses jingling, each breath a jet of steam. A horn trumpeted from the carriage behind the horses – a long warning blast – and a voice shouted, but they were rooted to the ground. 

As the horse’s heads towered above them, and the pounding hooves were about to crush them, Jade and Rory each felt a strong hand grab the clothing at their shoulders, and they were violently pulled aside, twisting, stumbling and tumbling onto the muddy track.

They felt the ground tremble, smelt the sweat of the massive beasts as they thundered past, centimetres away from their faces, heard the squeaking of the leather harness, then the clattering wheels of the carriage as it passed in a blur of movement, splashing them with muddy water. 

Then it was gone, vanishing into the mist as though it had been a nightmare.

In the silence that followed, Jade and Rory each sat up and looked down at their bodies to make sure that they were still intact. Amazingly, they were completely unhurt. However, what they saw, smeared with mud and dripping with water, were clothes that they had not been wearing five minutes ago in Rory’s hideaway.  

A glance at each other confirmed that they were not imagining things. Jade now had a stylish, matching tunic and skirt in a beautiful plum colour, while Rory wore trousers and a jerkin in dark shades of brown.

‘How …?’ began Rory, but managed to say no more.

‘What in the name of hell were ye playin’ at?’ a voice demanded from above them, its authority slightly reduced by the squeakiness of the delivery. ‘Ye could have been killed before we even started.’ 

They scrambled to their feet. 

The girl standing beside them was taller than both of them, with red hair cropped at shoulder length. She was wearing baggy green trousers tucked into the top of high, brown boots, and a loose, brown tunic with long sleeves. She was trying to brush off some of the muddy water from them with her hands. Around her waist was a wide, leather belt, with the handle of a sword protruding from a scabbard attached to it, and from her shoulders a woollen cape in a tartan pattern hung down her back. She stopped brushing, and glared at them, with her hands on her hips. 

Rory caught up first. ‘Thank you for saving us,’ he said, attempting a bow.

‘Aye, well, ’tis a good thing that I arrived when I did,’ the girl grumbled, ‘or ye would have been food for the crows.’ Then she stuck out a hand at Rory. ‘Amberlyn Donne at thy service.’ 

Rory accepted the hand. ‘Rory Flanagan, at … er … thy …’ 

‘Jade Greene,’ added Jade from behind him, with a little wave.

‘How did ye get here?’ Amberlyn asked, looking around for some sign of transport.

‘We’re not exactly sure,’ Jade replied. ‘Er, what did you mean when you said ‘… before we even started’?’ 

‘Are ye not bearers of the magical stones?’

Once again surprised at the turn of events, Jade and Rory looked at each other. How could she know? 

‘Like this, do you mean?’ asked Rory, impetuously holding out his hand to show her the gold ring.

‘Don’t do that!’ Jade shouted, trying to grab his arm. ‘She might be a …’ 

But it was too late, Amberlyn had grabbed his hand and was examining the gem in the ring.

‘Yes, ’tis jasper, as I thought.’ She turned to Jade. ‘And with thy name being Jade, ye must possess the jade stone?’ 

Jade pulled the necklace out from behind the massive collar that she now seemed to be wearing, and held the gem up for Amberlyn to see.

Amberlyn, in turn, reached into her tunic and hauled out a long, thin loop of leather cord, at the bottom of which was threaded a beautiful golden-coloured gem.

‘And I bear the amber stone. Now we are three,’ she said.

‘We are three, yes,’ agreed Jade, but why is this happening? And what are we to do?’

‘No doubt there will be fine adventures,’ Amberlyn said with a swagger.

‘If what just happened back there,’ said Rory, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb at the track, ‘is what you mean by fine adventures, then count me out.’ 

But Amberlyn already had her sword drawn and was posturing and fighting an imaginary enemy. The others watched as she waved the thin blade around, lunging at some invisible foe, then  swishing it in loops and lines, as though writing words in the air. After a while, she sheathed it and grinned at them. 

‘I’m glad she’s on our side,’ said Rory.

As the sun climbed above the trees, the fog began to lift, and Jade could see Thursley Manor, grey in the distance, and outside it was the coach that had just passed them. 

‘That’s …’ she began, pointing, but then stopped, uncertain how much to tell that would not sound preposterous. She realised that this track must be the old road from Hamburton to Thursley, and that could only mean that they were still in the same place, but had taken another leap back in time. 

‘Thursley Manor,’ Amberlyn finished the sentence for her, not realising the reason for Jade’s hesitance. ‘Thursley is the residence of the Earl Du Toit, a cruel man with darkness where his soul should be.’ 

Jade was fully aware of how unpleasant the Du Toit family could be. Mercia Du Toit was in her class, and ruled the roost with her circle of friends – a circle into which Jade had never been invited.

‘Do you live here?’ She asked Amberlyn.

‘Here? God, no! I have travelled hundreds of miles to be here.’

‘Why?’

‘I hardly know. Ever since I found this necklace, it has been telling me to come here.’

‘Found it?’

Amberlyn glared at her. ‘Aye, I found it. I didn’t steal it. It was hanging in the branches of a bush.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Jade said. I didn’t mean it to sound like an accusation. I just half expected you to say that Esther gave it to you.’

‘Who is Esther, and why should she give me this?’

‘I don’t know. She gave mine to me, and I’m sure she’s behind all this, somehow. Whatever this is.’

Rory had been quiet for a while, listening. ‘I have noticed something strange,’ he said. ‘When we first arrived here, I found it hard to understand what you were saying, Amberlyn, but after a little while, it has become clearer. It was the same when you first spoke to me, Jade – you said some strange things, but now they don’t sound so strange.’ 

‘He is right,’ said Amberlyn. ‘Your speech seemed most odd at first, but now it is less so.’

‘Perhaps the crystals are translating for us,’ suggested Jade.

They nodded, and fell silent.

‘Did we just do that back in time thing?’ Rory asked Jade.

She nodded. ‘I think so. What year is this?’ she asked Amberlyn.

‘The year of our Lord sixteen hundred and nine; the sixth year of his Putrescent Majesty, King James.’ 

Rory’s mouth fell open.

‘Is that King James the first?’ Jade asked, not noticing Rory’s reaction. 

‘Are there more King Jameses hiding somewhere, then?’ demanded Amberlyn, sarcastically, looking around as though expecting one to jump out from behind a bush. 

‘Er …’ said Rory, trying to be heard.

But the other two were in full flow.

Jade grinned. ‘There will be a second one, in a few years time,’ she replied, remembering her history lessons. ‘But … I get the impression that you are not very keen on your monarch.’

‘Sixteen flipping hundred …  and … and nine?’ Rory stammered.

Amberlyn ignored him. ‘That mountebank? Bah!’

‘What’s a mountebank?’ asked Jade. 

‘Hey, can anyone hear me?’ said Rory.

‘Knowest thou not?’ said Amberlyn. ‘A mountebank is someone who thinks they are something they are not. Our king is not even English, not part of our royal family at all. He only got the job because Good Queen Bess didn’t have time for children.’ 

‘Queen Bess was Elizabeth the first?’ 

‘There you go again. I suppose there is going to be another Queen Elizabeth?’

‘Yes, she’s ...’

‘Stop this!’ Rory suddenly exploded, confronting Jade. ‘Listen to me! Amberlyn is telling us that we are somehow in sixteen oh nine, and you are accepting it as a fact. I mean, I know you said you were from the future, as though you’re used to jumping around in time, but … well, I’m not used to it, and as far as I know it is not a common thing to do. So just slow down a bit and tell me what is going on.’ He folded his arms defiantly across his chest. 

‘Rory’s right,’ said Jade, nodding her head. ‘Something strange is happening to us, but each of us only has a part of the picture. We need to talk, to tell each other what we know, and what we think. Perhaps understanding it better will help us to decide what to do.’

Amberlyn was also nodding. ‘Wise council, but we cannot stand around here beside the road. The people on the coach will tell the Earl that we are trespassing on his lands, and he will send out his flunkies. Let us go into yon forest, where we can talk in safety.’ 


A Dark History

Chief Inspector Bates was trying to appear both assertive and jolly at the same time – he managed to sound like a bad comedian opening his act. ‘Ah, Firkin ... Arthur … erm … thanks for coming. Division have sent Detective Inspector Hedge, here, to take over the search for the missing girl. Sergeant Glunes is to help him.’

Firkin struggled to hide his delight, on both counts. ‘Good luck, Hedge. She’s vanished into thin air,’ he said, not realising how close he was to the truth. 

Adam Hedge was a city cop, brought up in London. He had served his time in uniform amongst the toughest criminals south of Newcastle. ‘Maybe you’re just not looking in the right places,’ he sneered. 

Bates chipped in. ‘Yes, well, Arthur, I want you to follow up on the mystery of the wolves out at the Girls’ School. It’s not really a police matter, I know, but there’s something strange going on, and it just might be connected with the Greene girl’s disappearance.’

‘What, you mean she could have been eaten by wolves?’

Bates bristled. ‘There’s no need for sarcasm, Firkin.’

Hedge grinned. ‘That sounded like downright insubordination to me, Terence old chap.’

Arthur had had enough. ‘Well, you don’t need me for your little love-in. If you’re done with me here, I’ll get back to work.’ 

In the shocked silence, he turned and marched out of the Chief’s office, grinning to himself.

Back at his desk, Arthur poured himself a cup of disgusting, lukewarm coffee from his Thermos flask, and unwrapped the cheese and pickle sandwich he had made himself at five o’clock that morning. He figured that, while Bates and Hedge were enjoying their chummy little tête-à-tête, he had time for a leisurely breakfast. Five minutes later, when he heard the door to Bates’ office open, he quickly picked up his phone, held it to his ear for a few seconds, then said ‘Thank you,’ and put it down again as Bates and Hedge sauntered past his desk.

‘Oi, Hedge!’ he called out. ‘You’ll be needing this.’ He held out the file on the missing girl.

Hedge took it without a word, then hurried after Bates’ back.

Actually, Arthur was beginning to find the Du Toit history rather interesting. After his visit to the school that morning, he had been down to the archive, and brought up a box of case material about Thursley Manor going back two hundred years, to a time when policing was a local affair. He lifted the box from the floor onto his desk – there was a surprising mass of paper in it. 

Piece by piece, report by report, he travelled back in time. He discovered that the twelfth Earl was known to the police, and so was his father, and most of the previous generations. Several cases had been raised, and quietly dropped, the most worrying of which involved the mysterious disappearance of a young woman from Hamburton, who started work at Thursley Manor in the summer of 1933 and was never seen again.

The deeper he dug, the more he uncovered. And the more he uncovered, the angrier he became. There were  numerous reports of drunkenness and violence, and a continuous thread of black magic rites. After a while, he telephoned Gabrielle Mandrake.

‘Miss Mandrake, I need to talk to you about the Earl.’

There was a long silence.

‘Miss Mandrake? Are you still there?’

‘Yes, Inspector, I am still here. But I cannot speak about zhe Earl. He is my employer, you remember? It vould not be appropriate for me to discuss such sings. I sink perhaps you should speak to him yourself.’

Firkin noticed that some of Gabrielle’s finesse seemed to have slipped. Her accent, which had been almost undetectable, was becoming noticeable. Perhaps she was hiding something.

‘I understand, Miss Mandrake,’ he said. ‘I would not want you to discuss anything confidential, unless you wish to, of course. Perhaps you can tell me about reports of black magic rituals happening at Thursley Manor? Could they be connected with the Spectral Hounds, or this Sysemor spirit creature thing?’

‘I am sure zhat all sings are connected in some vay, Inspector,’ she replied, evasively, her accent becoming more pronounced by the second. ‘But I haff never vitnessed any of zhese alleged rituals.’

‘What about Mercia, could she be involved?’

‘I haff no idea, Inspector. As I said, you vill haff to speak to zhe Earl about such sings.’

‘Very well, Miss Mandrake, I will do that. Thank you for talking to me, it has been most illuminating.’

Well, well, well, he thought as he put the phone down, perhaps there is a real case here after all. 


The Voices of The Dead

The sun was climbing higher over the Du Toit estate, melting the last of the mist, as they began to walk towards the forest, and Jade saw that the treeline was much closer to the road than it had been when she and Rory left it in 1879. They reached a natural barrier of brambles that surrounded the forest, and began to search for a way through the dense growth. 

Eventually, they found a place where wild animals had cleared a path, and they entered a beautiful world where nature ruled. Birds were singing in the branches above them, and the air was still and cool, with a musky smell. The sun’s rays glowed on clouds of pollen and insects that floated above carpets of flowers. They walked in awestruck silence around pools of bluebells and forget-me-nots, until they found a little glade with a stream running through it. On the edge of the glade was a fallen tree, and one of its branches was a good size and height for all three of them to sit on.

Amberlyn and Rory sat on either side of Jade, and looked at her expectantly.

‘Me?’ she said, nervously. What makes you think that I have any answers?’ 

‘We have been thrown together, apparently by these crystals,’ replied Amberlyn. ‘There is no way of telling what their plans for us are, and whether they are for good or evil. All we know for sure is that you are the link, perhaps even the catalyst.’ 

‘Well, yes, it seems certain that the stones are behind this, but I don’t know anything. My life was normal until I put on my piece of jade, then everything changed.’

‘Nothing strange has happened to me, yet,’ Amberlyn responded, ‘except that you two suddenly appeared. You say that you have travelled here from a time yet to happen?’

Rory looked at Jade to explain.

‘Yes, it seems that way,’ she said. ‘I live … lived … in twenty nineteen, but suddenly found myself in Rory’s time, which is … was … will be … eighteen seventy six. Then we were transported here.’ 

Amberlyn looked puzzled. ‘What do you mean when you say ‘twenty nineteen’?’

‘It’s a year, just as we are now in sixteen oh nine. I started from my home yesterday in two thousand and nineteen. Esther gave me this gem, and it took me backwards through time to when Rory was living – eighteen seventy six. Then, after we met, our gems together brought us here to your time.’ 

‘How?’ Amberlyn and Rory said together.

‘I don’t know!’ Jade shouted. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at her knees, breathing hard. Part of her was enjoying being looked up to, but the other part wanted to cry with frustration. 

Rory put his arm around her, and Amberlyn followed suit. They sat in silence for a while.

Jade took a deep breath and tried again. ‘The man in the shop, the one who gave me the ring for Rory, said that crystals connect the Earth and the things that live on it, and sometimes they do magical things. That’s all I can tell you.’ 

They fell into silence again.

‘What is life like in twenty … in two thousand and nineteen?’ Amberlyn asked, eventually.

Jade gave that some thought before replying. ‘It’s more comfortable than it is for most people now, at least it is in the European countries, like here in England. Homes are warmer, most of us have enough food (although some have more and some have less), and it is very easy to travel around – we have cars and buses and trains.’

‘What are cars?’ asked Rory.

Amberlyn nodded to show that she was wondering the same thing.

Jade tried to think of words that would be familiar to them. ‘They are like small carriages, but without horses,’ she replied.

‘But how do they move?’ said Amberlyn and Rory together.

‘This is really more than I can explain,’ Jade said. ‘Over the years from now, there will be many inventions, and eventually they will find a way to use heat to make carriages move.’

‘Like steam!’ Rory exclaimed. He was familiar with steam engines – they powered locomotives and machinery in his time. ‘Amberlyn, you know how the lid of a pot will rise when the water inside is boiling, and then plop down again after the steam has escaped?’

She nodded.

‘Well,’ he continued, ‘people will discover how to capture that energy to make bigger things move.’

Jade was impressed with how quickly Rory’s mind worked, and how well he explained things. He may have missed out on education, but he was highly intelligent. Then she had her own question to ask Amberlyn. ‘How did you know to come here to meet us?’

‘I was walking along the road near my mother’s house, when I saw this leather thong hanging on a bush. It is a road sometimes used by travellers, and there are cut-throats who wait to rob them, so I assumed it was worthless to them and they threw it away. I liked the amber stone on it, so I put the thong around my neck. At once I felt an urge to travel southwards, so I told my mother, and prepared for the journey. Amber comes from the sap of ancient trees, it speaks to the mind, and as I travelled here, it revealed to me in dreams that I would meet two people, one with jasper and one with jade.’ 

‘Is that not odd,’ said Rory, thoughtfully. ‘We each have a name that matches our gem?’

Amberlyn hopped off the branch and began to pace. ‘It is not coincidence. The magic held within the stones is much stronger when it finds the right person,’ she said, excitedly. ‘My mother knows about these things, and she told me. Jade and Jasper are formed within the Earth, by heat and pressure, and the Earth carries memories of everything that has ever happened upon and within it. Jade helps us to communicate, and it stimulates ideas – it is the stone of friendship and love. Jasper brings serenity and wisdom to those who will listen.’ 

She stopped pacing and stood facing them, excitement on her face. ‘I learnt something else from the amber stone on my journey. Sometimes the power of one stone will cancel out another, but other stones compliment each other. And the strongest combination of stones is …’ She paused, deliberately, waiting for them to catch up.

‘Amber, Jasper and Jade?’ whispered Jade.

‘Yes!’

‘So they have brought us together for some reason, but what do they want of us?’ Jade asked.

They stopped talking and looked up as, at that moment, a cool breeze passed around the glade, stirring the grass and the leaves, and raising goosebumps on their arms. Suddenly, they all felt nervous. 

‘You do not want to be here,’ spoke a voice in each of their minds. 

The breeze seemed to run round and round the glade, going faster and faster, stirring their hair and fluttering their clothes each time it passed. 

‘I think there is magic here in this forest,’ Rory said, nervously. 

Suddenly the wind stopped, and the air fell still, and the whole forest was ominously silent for a few moments. But not for long. A loud chirping began in the branches above, rising to a deafening volume, and a great flock of birds of all sizes and colours poured down and began circling around them, diving at them, then swerving away. 

‘Go, now,’ said a thousand voices.

‘Who are you!’ Jade shouted, jumping down from the branch and standing with Amberlyn. Amberlyn had drawn her sword, and stood ready to defend them.

Rory leapt down to join the others, and the three stood back to back, so they could see all around them.

Round and round the birds flew, swooping in aggressively, chirping angrily. Then, as though on a command, they flew off like a swarm of bees into the drooping foliage of a willow tree standing at the edge of the stream.

All fell silent again.

They watched and waited.

The trees around them began to sway like dancers, their leaves rustling loudly.

‘Leave while you can,’ said the voice, echoing, as though in a vast hall.

‘Show yourself!’ Amberlyn shouted.

The trees stopped shaking, and in the stillness they looked anxiously around the glade, wondering what was to come next. 

Silent seconds passed, then there was a soft rustling of the bushes at the edge of the glade, and a deer pushed into the clearing. It was a female red deer – without antlers, smaller than a horse, but strong and alert. It stopped and stared at them

Jade remembered something she had read in the library at school, about the history of the forest, and about Sysemor taking on the form of wild animals. She left the others and walked slowly towards the deer, which watched her approach without fear. Jade stopped a metre or two from the deer, their eyes level. Close up, her fur was a warm reddish brown, and her eyes, like dark crystal, reflected everything around her, as though she carried the forest within her. 

‘I can sense that it’s you, Sysemor,’ Jade said, quietly. ‘We mean no harm.’ For some reason, she raised her hand to her throat and lifted the jade to show Sysemor. 

The deer took a step closer, so close that Jade could have reached out and touched her, as she had touched Mabel, a day earlier. But this was different: Mabel was what she appeared to be, a strong but innocent animal; the deer before Jade was an illusion, a cloak. 

Jade felt Sysemor probing her mind, searching for the truth; she allowed it, tried to do the same. For a few amazing seconds they looked into each other’s eyes, assessing, reaching out.

Then the deer turned and scampered away, leaving the clearing through the same gap in the undergrowth by which she had arrived.

A stillness fell upon the glade. Even the birds were silent, as though waiting.

Amberlyn and Rory were still where she had left them, their mouths open in amazement.

Nothing had changed, yet everything had changed.

Then the tops of trees began to sway again in unison – all the trees, all around them, as though another wind was passing – and the leaves made a whispering sound. At first it was a slow and gentle dance, but as Jade ran back to join the others, it quickly turned into a storm, and the whispering became many voices roaring louder and louder.

‘It is time to move on,’ shouted Rory above the noise. 

‘Yes, we need to trust the stones again,’ Jade replied. ‘Join hands, and we will find an answer.’ 

They stood facing each other, the wind and the voices screaming in their ears. Each extended their right arm to join hands in the middle. Then they touched their crystals with their left hands, completing the loop, linking them in a circuit of enormous power. The wind spiralled around them, scooping up leaves and twigs until they were encased in a cocoon; clouds boiled in the sky; the sun plunged into the horizon, then rose on the opposite side, raced across the sky like a fiery comet, and set again; the moon waxed and waned and waxed again; the stars fell like rain on a window pane; and one by one the trees around them vanished. 


Richard

Esther Cipni arrived at Thursley Manor, and was escorted to the family residence in the west wing by Gabrielle Mandrake. When they entered the living room, the Earl was angrily pacing the ugly carpet, raising a small cloud of dust with every stamped foot. Portraits of his ancestors gazed down upon him with pity from flamboyant, gold-painted frames. 

‘Where is your girl?’ he demanded of Esther as soon as she walked through the door. ‘She is supposed to be here by now!’

Ignoring the outburst, Esther walked calmly across the room and selected an armchair facing the Earl. Gabrielle waited by the door, preparing to enjoy the battle of wills. Du Toit had inherited the fiery temperament of his ancestors, whereas Esther was calm and elegant. Gabrielle knew which she expected to win. 

‘I do not control the stones,’ Esther replied, meeting the Earl’s eyes, ‘and I made no promises. I merely carried out your orders. I gave her the gem, as you instructed, but instead of returning here with me, she vanished – completely. The crystal seems to have taken over, and I have no idea where she is.’ 

‘Well if you don’t know, who does?’

‘No-one. She literally disappeared before my eyes.’

‘Bah!’ The Earl suddenly plonked himself into another armchair and glared at Esther. ‘You know that the police have been to the school, asking questions and poking about?’

‘Of course; Gabrielle keeps me informed.’

‘They are coming again this afternoon to question me.’ His voice had become a whine.

‘Richard, they know nothing – they cannot know anything – and as long as you remain calm, they will learn nothing.’

Gabrielle cringed every time Esther addressed the Earl by his first name and not his title; she did it deliberately, knowing that only his wife was ever allowed to do that. Yet, somehow, she always got away with it.

‘And what if they find the circle?’ he bleated. 

‘Then you simply deny any knowledge of it. Anyone could have built it.’

‘This is not what was supposed to happen. I checked all the charts, and every one pointed to Jade Greene. This should have been all over by now. What if Sysemor gets to Mercia before I can finish the spell?’

‘You could not have known that Jade would run away from home on the day we were supposed to recruit her,’ Esther told him, gently. ‘It took all my skill to find her before anyone else did. She had reached Ventwich, and in another half hour would have been on a train to London.’ 

‘I know, I know. You did well. Can you really not see her at all?’ 

‘Not a trace: the cards show only confusion, my crystal refuses to clear, and even the entrails remain enigmatic. I called my spirit guide, but he could find no echoes in the other realm, either.’ 

‘If she doesn’t show up, I will have to go out to the circle tomorrow and confront Sysemor myself.’

‘It is much more risky for you to do it, Richard; you are the family she hates. Jade Greene’s naivety was to have been the vital ingredient. Just wait until tomorrow, I have a feeling that she may still turn up.’ 


Still 2019

The wild wind died, the cocoon of leaves and twigs fell to the ground around them, and the sun chose a place in the sky to settle. The subdued shadows of the forest were replaced by the sudden glare of full daylight that blinded the three new friends, and they covered their faces with their hands. They blinked, painfully, then slowly eased their hands away to see where they were.

They were no longer among the trees. In fact, the forest had almost completely vanished, leaving only a small wood. At the foot of the hill, the track had been replaced by a wide, black road that slashed through the green countryside like a scar. 

They looked at each other, and burst out laughing at the clothes they were wearing. All three were dressed in the uniform of Saint Clarissa’s School. Jade and Amberlyn had dark blue skirts, with white socks and white blouses. The stones had given Rory a pair of long, navy blue trousers. All the outfits were completed with sky blue blazers, and each was wearing a tie in one of the school’s four House colours – green (Stanhope) for Jade, red (Kingsley) for Rory, and gold (Stark) for Amberlyn. 

‘My legs!’ screeched Amberlyn. ‘I am showing my legs!’ Although the skirt was a modest length by modern standards, she had never worn a skirt in her entire life before, and was acutely embarrassed.

But there was no time to discuss what they were wearing, because they were not alone. There was a man standing close by, staring at them in amazement.

‘What …?’ he started to say. ‘Who …?’ he tried again. ‘How …?’

‘Sorry to crash in like that,’ Jade said hurriedly. ‘Would you mind telling us what the date is, please?’

‘It’s September the sixth,’ Firkin replied automatically. 

‘What year?’

‘What year? It’s twenty nineteen – still twenty nineteen. Who the hell are you?’

She was back in her own time. Four days had passed here since she left home, yet everything she had experienced since Esther gave her the necklace had taken place over a single day and night.  

‘Erm … my name is Jade Greene; I go to school here … there.’ She pointed at Saint Clarissa’s. ‘These are my friends Amberlyn and Rory.’

As she turned to indicate the others, Amberlyn spoke up. ‘What is happening here?’

‘The stones have taken us to my time,’ Jade explained. ‘It seems that their purpose for us must be here, somehow.’

Firkin was struggling to understand. ‘But you just materialised out of thin air.’ 

‘Yes, sorry,’ Jade grinned. ‘We are only starting to get used to it ourselves.’

 ‘No,’ he spluttered. ‘That’s impossible, it goes against all the laws of science.’

‘Well, perhaps science still has a way to go in catching up with magic,’ Jade replied, still smiling.

Events suddenly caught up with Arthur. ‘Wait! Jade Greene?’ he exclaimed. ‘The missing girl? Well you have caused some right consternation I can tell you! I’m Detective Inspector Firkin of the Maitland Police. We’ve been looking everywhere for you.’  He fished in a pocket and waved his ID card and badge. 

‘What is a Maitland Police?’ Amberlyn asked.

‘They help to keep the peace,’ Rory explained.

Jade let them talk amongst themselves while she dealt with Firkin. ‘Look, I’m sorry for running off when I did. Things … er … happened. I suppose you want to arrest me, or take me back to my parents, or something?’ 

After a moment’s thought, Arthur started laughing. ‘You know what? I actually couldn’t care less!’ He laughed some more. ‘Oh dear, oh dear, what a poke in the eye for Hedge and Bates.’ Noticing the strange look the kids were giving him, he pulled himself together. ‘Ahem! Er … let’s walk back to the school together, and you can tell me exactly where you have been hiding.’ 

‘That will be a bit difficult,’ Jade said. How could she possibly tell him that she had been four hundred years back in time, and brought two people from the past back with her? 

‘Why, forgotten how to walk, have you?’ He burst out laughing again at his own joke. 

Jade stared at him, puzzled by his eccentric behaviour. ‘No, I meant … oh, never mind.’  

They all began to walk down the grassy slope.

‘Inspector, why were you looking for me out here in the school grounds?’ 

‘I wasn’t looking for you, I was looking for signs of the Spectral Hounds.’

‘Oh dear, the Spectral Hounds have been seen?’ said Jade.

‘What are the Spectral Hounds?’ Rory asked.

‘Who has summoned the Spectral Hounds,’ demanded Amberlyn.


Not The Same

‘I’m going to have to phone the station, to tell them you’ve been found,’ Firkin explained as they walked down the slope towards the school. He and Jade were walking side by side. With a twist of the head and a raised eyebrow, Jade had managed to convey to the other two that they should follow a few steps behind and listen. ‘There are coppers on overtime looking for you, all over the county and all the way down to London. Where have you been hiding?’

‘I didn’t go to London,’ Jade told him. ‘I got to Ventwich, then came back to Hamburton, where I met up with Rory. We travelled about a bit, then came here and found Amberlyn.’  

She was quite pleased to have given an honest answer, while managing to gloss over the details, but decided to quickly move the conversation onto other things, just to be safe. ‘But, look, what’s this about the Spectral Hounds? Is it something to do with Mercia’s thirteenth birthday.’

‘How come everyone knows about the Hounds except me?’ Arthur grumbled.

‘Well, they are part of the history of the house, although the Du Toits try to make sure that the stories don’t go beyond the estate. So, the family is worried about the curse?’ 

‘Yes, they are. And I saw what you did there, avoiding answering my previous question. Don’t think you can pull that trick with Inspector Hedge, he will want some proper answers.’

Jade cringed. Had she been so transparent?

They reached the front door of the school, where they were greeted by Gabrielle Mandrake.

‘Jade, it is good to see you home safely,’ she said, with a strained smile. ‘But who are these two young people, and why are they in our school uniform?’

‘They are my friends. I will explain later.’

‘I need to phone the station,’ Firkin informed Gabrielle, breaking into her interrogation.

‘Of course. Let’s all go to my office; you can telephone from there,’ she said. 

As they walked along the corridor, conscious of eyes watching from every door, Gabrielle tried to resume her questioning. ‘Where have you been, Jade? We have all been very worried about you.’

But the events of the past twenty four hours had changed Jade. She felt a confidence that she had never known before. Instead of answering the question, and letting Gabrielle control the situation, she parried it with a change of subject. ‘Before I do anything else, I need to call my parents – as soon as the Inspector has finished with the phone,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ Gabrielle replied again, surprised at Jade’s new-found assertiveness. ‘They will be relieved to hear from you.’ 

They had arrived at the headmistress’s office, and as soon as they entered, the youngsters took possession of the sofa and armchairs at the end of the room, while Firkin started to dial the station from the phone on Gabrielle’s desk near the window.

While they were alone for a few moments, Jade whispered to Amberlyn and Rory. ‘I am certain, now, that the stones’ purpose for us is connected to a curse on the Du Toit family.’ 

The office door opened and Mercia Du Toit entered the room. Jade noticed that she immediately looked at the three of them before crossing the room to speak to Gabrielle Mandrake. Apparently, she already knew they were there. 

Firkin finished his call, and was escorted from the room by Mercia for his appointment with her father. Gabrielle begin to walk towards Jade and the others. 

‘Don’t tell her anything about yourselves,’ Jade whispered. They nodded again, and Jade stood up as Gabrielle arrived. ‘May I use the phone now, please, Mrs Mandrake?’ 

Gabrielle was looking for answers, and she decided that she would get more from Jade’s friends than from Jade herself. ‘Yes, dear,’ she replied, smiling.

While Jade headed for the phone, Gabrielle sat down on an arm of the sofa, opposite Amberlyn and Rory. ‘Well, now, where are you two from?’ she asked.

Amberlyn opened her mouth to reply, but Rory was quicker. ‘We live in Hamburton,’ he said, then, with hardly a pause for breath: ‘Why are the police here?’

Thrown off tack, Gabrielle replied, a little too hastily: ‘They were called in to find Jade when she ran away from home.’ Then, to try to wrest the conversation back to her enquiry, she said: ‘Where has she been these last few days?’

Rory, however, was not going to be diverted. ‘But she’s here now, so why is the Inspector still here, and why has he gone to talk to the Earl?’

‘That is another matter, not connected to Jade’s disappearance. But how …?’ 

Amberlyn interrupted her. ‘Would that be about the Spectral Hounds?’

‘No! Well, perhaps, yes. But what …?’

‘Who has summoned the Spectral Hounds?’ Amberlyn persisted. 

‘Nobody, they just appeared a few days ago. But who …?’

Jade returned, and interrupted her again. ‘My parents will be here in the morning to take me home. We need to stay here tonight. Is the guest dormitory free at present?’

‘Yes, I will get you some bedding.’ 

‘Wonderful, thank you. And we will need our dinner in the dorm – I’m afraid that our presence in the dining hall could cause disruption, don’t you think?’ 

‘Certainly, I will arrange that for you. What are your …?’

‘We are not in a position to discuss anything with anyone at the moment, I’m afraid, Mrs Mandrake, but perhaps we can talk tomorrow?’

Before Gabrielle could answer, Jade gestured to the others to follow her. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the way.’

Gabrielle stood with her mouth open as the three quickly departed and politely closed the door behind them.


Firkin And The Earl

Mercia led Arthur Firkin into the Du Toit living room. ‘Father, this is Detective Inspector Firkin,’ she said. 

‘Ah, Inspector, do come in,’ the Earl responded with a joviality that immediately set Firkin’s alarm bells ringing. ‘Would you care for a brandy?’ 

Arthur saw a man who was neither as tall nor as old as he had expected. Du Toit was in his late forties, with thick, blonde hair. He was wearing a maroon velvet smoking jacket and casual trousers that looked as though they cost more than Arthur earned in a year. 

‘Not while I’m on duty, thank you Lord Hamburton.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Du Toit gushed. ‘Well, come and sit down and let’s get on with the interrogation.’ He laughed loudly at his joke.

Arthur sat in the indicated chair, trying hard not to make his distaste of the man obvious. ‘Thank you, sir.’ 

As the Earl took the chair opposite, Arthur pulled out his notebook and opened it. There was nothing written in it, and Arthur was not in the habit of taking notes, but it gave him somewhere to look that didn’t have the Earl in it.

‘As you probably know, I was originally assigned to look for the missing Greene girl, but following the reported sighting of the Spectral Hounds, the Chief Inspector asked me to transfer my attention here.’

‘Thank you, Inspector, we are most grateful.’

Firkin looked down at his notebook. ‘What can you tell a cynical old policeman about the Hounds, and the curse which they allegedly bring?’ 

The Earl pointed at a huge oil painting hanging above the fireplace. It depicted a man in robes of scarlet and ermine, seated on a carved, wooden chair, with his hands gripping the arms of the chair, and with one gaitered leg extended. ‘My grandfather, the tenth Earl, was the first to see them. He had just celebrated his thirteenth birthday at the time, and although they were a frightening sight, he thought nothing much of it. However, they reappeared for the next three nights, and on the fourth night my grandfather fell seriously ill with a fever. He was at death’s door for ten days, and though he recovered, it left him paralysed down his left side.’ 

He turned to the opposite wall, and pointed to another painting. To Arthur, it looked like the same man, though this one was standing, with one hand on the hilt of a sword. ‘That is my father,’ the Earl explained. ‘He was also just thirteen when he saw the Hounds, and on the fourth day afterwards he was accidentally shot by one of his gamekeepers. His life was saved by the King’s own surgeon, but he never sat on a horse again. I myself saw the Hounds one week after my thirteenth birthday, and four days later a bridge over a river collapsed, and I was nearly drowned. My daughter is now thirteen, and the Hounds have been sighted yet again. I fear for her life.’ 

Arthur stood up and walked across to the painting of the tenth Earl. He pretended to study it for a few seconds, then spoke over his shoulder. ‘And why do you think these things are happening?’

‘It has been suggested that it is because my great-grandfather cut down part of the forest. There is a legend that a spirit named Sysemor inhabits the forest, and that she was angry at my great-grandfather for cutting the trees. But the trees were old and rotten and dangerous; it was necessary to remove them for safety reasons.’

Arthur noticed a change in the pitch of the man’s voice, which had become defensive, and he turned to watch him speak. ‘What do you know about this Sysemor character?’ he asked.

‘My father and I conducted much research, work which I have continued since his death.’ He pointed to a bookshelf against one wall. ‘We found local folklore going back six hundred years, and there are three books written about her. She is what is known as an evil spirit, malicious and cruel.’

‘What form does your research take?’ Firkin asked, casually.

‘I am a follower of the great Scire, and I am a fully qualified Wiccan priest,’ Du Toit replied, proudly. ‘I can contact the other side and conduct exorcisms.’ 

Arthur noticed Du Toit’s wild eyes, and he felt a shiver down his back. ‘Is that not rather dangerous?’

‘Not in skilled hands,’ the Earl bragged, a smug look on his face.

‘Tell me about the school,’ Firkin said, keen to get back to matters he could control.

‘I started the school five years ago. I wanted to give something to the local community.’

Arthur smiled. ‘That was very noble of you, Lord Hamburton.’

‘Oh, it’s the least I can do,’ Du Toit said, with that smug smile again. 

‘Yes indeed,’ Arthur replied, piercing the Earl with a glare. ‘The very least. And the two million pounds a year income you enjoy from a hundred and eighteen wealthy families is rather handy too, is it not?’


The Spectral Hounds

Jade led Amberlyn and Rory to the guest dormitory on the top floor of the east wing of Thursley Manor. It was a large room that was kept for visiting netball teams or exchange visits, separate from the main quarters where Saint Clarissa’s regular boarders slept. Rory looked around in amazement as they walked through the door – a room full of beds! Jade and Amberlyn laughed.

‘Which one would you like?’ Jade asked him.

He took ten minutes to decide. First it would be one near the door – so that he could get out quickly if necessary – then he preferred one by the window, so he could look out at the sky. Then he wanted to know which ones Jade and Amberlyn would choose, so he could be near to them. But, as the only boy, he then worried that they would not want him too close, which led to a shocking realisation that they would all be in their night clothes, so he thought he should put a screen around his bed.

Eventually they moved three beds from the walls into a semi-circle facing the window, with the two outer ones for Jade and Amber, and Rory in the middle as an honorary girl. 

Next, Jade introduced them to the showers. There were four cubicles, provided for the visiting teams, and Jade explained how to use them. Amberlyn was delighted with the idea, but Rory took some persuading. However, after they promised to lock the door and not peep, he gave in, and afterwards admitted that he enjoyed it.

Then they all sat and ate the food that Gabrielle had sent up to them from the school kitchen, and they talked … and talked … and talked. It was the first time they had been truly alone together, and there was so much to learn.

Amberlyn surprised them when she told them that she was the illegitimate daughter of a wealthy landowner. ‘He didn’t want anything to do with me, of course,’ she said. ‘I was brought up by my mother. She’s incredible. She educated me, and paid a man from the village to teach us both how to fight and defend ourselves.’ 

Once they got Rory to open up, they discovered that, despite a total lack of education, he was intelligent and quick to learn. He also amused them by showing off his perfect memory – Jade sang a chorus from Let It Go, and he was able to sing it back, word and note prefect. 

Amberlyn and Rory told Jade how amazed they were at the possessions and easy lifestyle of the twentieth century, and they could not understand why she had left home.

‘Looking at it now,’ she said. ‘I can see that I overreacted. Running away was meant to punish them for not taking any notice of me, but actually, when I look back, I can see that my mum tried hard to get me to join in things.’ 

As night fell, they decided to try to find out if the crystals had anything to tell them. They stood in the centre of the room, facing each other, then closed their eyes and joined hands in the middle, as before.

At first, nothing seemed to happen, but as their minds cleared they felt a tingling in their arms, and began to hear the sound of hundreds of voices, chanting. It was like the voices they had heard in the forest, but softer, less agitated. ‘Help us, help us, help us,’ they seemed to be saying.

Slowly the sound faded, and they opened their eyes again. The voices had affected them all deeply. They looked at each other, not knowing what to say.

Eventually Rory broke the silence. ‘That is why we are here, isn’t it?’

The others nodded.

‘But how?’ said Jade. ‘What are we to do?’

‘The voices come from the forest, we know that from when we were there,’ Amberlyn said. ‘Perhaps we should go back and ask them?’ 

Jade nodded. ‘And I know that Sysemor was in the forest with us. She showed herself as that deer.’ 

‘But you have said that it was Sysemor who put the curse on the Du Toit family,’ Rory added. ‘Why would she do that?’ 

‘Well, we know that’s the official story,’ said Jade. ‘But should we believe it?’

‘It is always good to question everything,’ agreed Amberlyn. ‘Especially when … ’ She was interrupted by a loud scream from outside. 

They ran to the window and looked out.

The land was in darkness under a clear sky, but the gardens near to the house were illuminated by the glare from the many windows, which worked like spotlights on a stage. Below them, in that pool of brightness, they saw Gabrielle Mandrake running across the lawn towards the house, her shoes lost, a look of terror on her face, pursued by three huge, black dogs, the size of ponies. She reached the house, only a few metres ahead of the dogs, and frantically fumbled with the front door for precious seconds, then she disappeared from their sight. They heard the door slam, and the hounds slid to a stop beneath their window, baring their fangs and barking savagely. They appeared to be similar to wolves, but bigger, and their fur was black and their backs arched and their eyes seemed to glow yellow as they stared up at the window where Jade and Rory and Amberlyn were watching. 

Thwarted, the hounds began pacing angrily back and forth, occasionally jumping at the front door, throwing their combined weight at it in frustration. The door rattled on its hinges, but held. Then they sat back on their haunches and started howling – a piercing, eerie sound, like tortured souls in hell crying out in pain and anguish. 

Gradually, though, they grew tired, the howling ceased, and they wandered off, vanishing into the darkness. 

‘So that’s the Spectral Hounds,’ Rory whispered.


Breakfast At Clarissa’s

The next morning, they were woken early by the sun, that streamed in through the window and landed on their faces like a custard pie. Bleary eyed, they slid out of the covers and stood together looking out of the window over the estate. 

Beyond the driveway that ended below their window, gardens spread left and right like a beautiful mural, with neatly mown lawns and summer flower beds. Beyond the gardens was a small car park, then the land rose gently through parkland towards the road and the town of Hamburton, the rooftops and church steeple of which were just visible in the distance. To their left and right, two hills held the few trees that remained of the huge forest that had once covered the landscape. 

Jade brought their contemplation to an end. ‘We have stuff to do today,’ she said, simply.

They nodded, joined hands, and closed their eyes. They felt the  strength of the crystals flow through their bodies, and they knew that they could do whatever had to be done. And somehow, when they parted and went to pick up their clothes from where they had discarded them the night before, it was no surprise to find that the school uniforms were gone, and in their place were their own clothes, each from their own era. Jade had her ripped jeans and sloppy top, Amberlyn was delighted to put on her tunic and boots and strap on her sword belt, and Rory grinned when he found his scruffy, smelly old jacket and trousers.

They dressed quickly and headed out into the gardens – they wanted to learn more about what they had seen the night before. They followed the trail of Gabrielle Mandrake’s footprints through the flower beds and onward towards the car park. They found her shoes a few metres from her car, and picked them up to return to her.

As they stopped and looked around, Amberlyn said aloud what they had all been thinking: ‘There are only the marks of human feet in the soil. There is not a single animal print.’

‘Three big dogs running hard should leave a lot of damage,’ added Rory.

‘That’s another thing that is puzzling me,’ said Jade. ‘How did they not catch her?’

‘Indeed,’ said Amberlyn. ‘Wolves can easily outrun humans.’ 

‘Could that mean that the hounds are somehow not real, an illusion?’

‘They made a lot of noise, that was real,’ Rory replied.

Amberlyn nodded. ‘And they rattled the door when they jumped at it.’

‘Real, but yet not real,’ Rory said.

At that point, their conversation was forgotten when they suddenly became aware of the delicious smells wafting to them on the morning air from the school’s kitchen.

‘Shall we get back for breakfast?’ Jade suggested.

‘Race you!’ shouted Rory, starting to run.

‘Hey! That’s cheating!’ yelled Amberlyn, sprinting after him, with Jade close behind.

The race consisted mostly of pulling, tripping and shoving, and they reached the doors together.

When they entered the dining hall, it was already busy with boarders getting their breakfasts from the self-service counter. The noisy chatter around the hall stopped as they walked in. They would have been conspicuous in their weird clothes, even if the rumours about them had not been spreading like news of a scandal, and the girls stared at the boy among the new arrivals, but no-one dared approach them or say anything, and the three friends picked up trays and waited quietly in the queue until it was their turn.

Jade explained to the others how the system worked, and answered their questions about some of the unfamiliar things available – like hash browns and pots of yogurt and packets of cereal – and soon they were carrying their food to an empty table. As the three sat down, Rory put Gabrielle’s muddy shoes on the fourth chair, then they tucked into their breakfast. 

The noise in the hall quickly rose back to its normal level, and Amberlyn and Rory curiously looked around them as they ate. Neither of them had seen anything like it, and they were fascinated.

Jade, however, was experiencing an unfamiliar feeling. Mealtimes at school had always been uncomfortable, thanks to Mercia’s relentless bullying. She had been made to feel alone and intimidated – even her friend Emiline was afraid to eat with her. But today, for some reason, she felt full of confidence, and when Mercia entered the hall, accompanied by her usual followers, and immediately walked directly towards their table, smirking, followed by Kitty, Bernadine and Harmony, Jade stood up to face her. 

‘Couldn’t even manage to run away properly, then, Greene?’ Mercia sneered when she reached Jade. 

Jade suddenly realised that, when she stood up straight, she was actually taller than Mercia, and when she did so, Mercia took a step back in surprise. In the past, Jade had drooped her shoulders submissively, and the bully had enjoyed the feeling of power, but it was not working this time. 

‘I missed your scrunched up little face,’ Jade replied, advancing a step to stand close to Mercia again, staring challengingly down into her eyes. The hall fell silent as everyone watched the confrontation, waiting to see what would happen next. 

Jade heard chairs behind her scrape on the floor as Amberlyn and Rory stood up, and saw Mercia’s mouth open and close in a mixture of anger and fear as Jade’s friends arrived to stand one on each side of her. ‘Your move, Mercia,’ she said, grimly. 

They stood like that for several seconds, glaring at each other, but suddenly Gabrielle Mandrake was there beside them.

‘That’s enough,’ she said. ‘Mercia, all of you, go and get your breakfasts.’

With a scowl, Mercia led her gang away towards the food counter.

Jade looked up at Gabrielle’s face and waited for a reprimand.

‘I have waited a long time to see that,’ the headmistress said, unexpectedly. ‘Sit down, I have a message for you all.’

They returned to their places, and Gabrielle pulled out the remaining chair to sit down. ‘Oh, my shoes!’ she exclaimed. ‘Thank you.’ She cleaned the seat with a napkin from the table, then sat down. 

‘There is a woman called Esther Cipni in my office,’ she said to Jade. ‘She says she knows you and wants to speak to you.’

Jade nodded and looked at her friends. ‘At last you will meet the mysterious Esther Cipni.’

They pretended to be excited.

‘I can take you there as soon as you have finished eating,’ Gabrielle said.

They pushed their plates away and stood up. There was still some food left, but none of them felt like eating any more.


A Simple Task

‘I suppose you saw the hounds last night,’ Gabrielle said as they walked together along the corridor.

Jade spoke for them all: ‘Yes, but why did you go out after dark?’

Gabrielle turned her head to study Jade. ‘You are not the same girl I saw on the last day before half-term,’ she said. ‘What has happened to make you suddenly so confident?’

Jade smiled. Not only more confident, she thought, I also see things more clearly. ‘I’ll answer your question if you answer mine first,’ she said. 

‘You see, there you go again!’ But Gabrielle was grinning. ‘Well, it was simple, really. I had been in Ventwich, shopping. I arrived back here later than I had intended, and it was dark when I parked my car. As I was getting out, I heard a growling, and the hounds came around from behind the car. My shopping is still in the boot. I’m afraid the ice cream will have melted.’ 

They reached the door to her office.

‘And now here we are, and you have managed to avoid answering my question.’ She raised her eyebrows in mock frustration. 

Jade grinned. ‘I have a feeling that we will all find answers before today is over,’ she said as Gabrielle opened the door. 

Esther was standing by the window, silhouetted by the bright, low sun that made the net curtains glare and filled the room with shafts of light. She looked majestic, almost angelic, as she turned to face them. Jade knew instinctively that the effect was deliberate. 

Gabrielle started to walk towards Esther, to introduce her to them, but Jade deliberately led her friends to the opposite end of the room, as before. The game would be played by their rules. They sat in the armchairs and waited.

With a sigh, Esther left the window and, with Gabrielle at her side, joined them.

‘Hello, Esther,’ Jade said, standing to face her. ‘These are my friends Amberlyn and Rory. We seem to have become a team, and I think you are about to tell us why we are here.’ 

Esther smiled, tensely. She had spent the night trying to foretell how this conversation would go, but all her magic had failed her, and she had just lost the initiative, again.

‘I am indeed,’ she replied. ‘But first I should tell you how I came to be involved. The Earl employed my services as a medium to help him with a problem he has with the spirit world.’ 

‘The curse,’ Jade said.

‘Yes. Mercia was approaching her thirteenth birthday, and the Earl asked me to find someone to confront Sysemor. He cannot do it himself, because she understandably does not trust his family. I decided that a crystal was needed, to bridge the barrier between the worlds, and I chose jade for its qualities of serenity and purity, and its power to protect. Having picked the stone, I then needed the right host. You see, most people gain a little from contact with certain gems, but only one person in a thousand is truly in tune with a particular stone. I chose you, but when I gave you the necklace, the magic carried you off. It seems that you have an even greater affinity to the crystal than I realised. I now know that your jade took you to gather Rory and Amberlyn, each of you also with a strong connection to your gems. I am happy for you all, because the stones will help you to find your inner strengths, but the circumstances also place you in great danger. Time has passed, Mercia has had her thirteenth birthday, and the Spectral Hounds have already appeared twice, so today is our last chance to stop Sysemor.’ 

‘It is not circumstances that are placing us in danger, Esther, it is you,’ Jade replied. ‘You tricked me into joining this feud. This is the Earl’s problem, and Mercia’s. Why should we get involved?’ 

There was a long pause, then Esther took a deep breath. ‘I am sorry, Jade. The Earl is desperate, and he anticipated that you would resist him, so last night he sent some men to your home to kidnap your sister, Charlotte. He is holding her prisoner, now, at the wood.’

Amberlyn and Rory gasped, and Jade clenched her fists as she glared at Esther.

‘I swear to you that I did not know he was planning this,’ Esther said, with the grace to at least look sheepish. ‘He called me this morning to tell me what he had done.’ 

There was a metallic scraping sound, and Esther found herself looking down her nose at the tip of Amberlyn’s sword, which was hovering millimetres from her throat. ‘I could run her through for ye,’ Amberlyn said, with a wide-eyed glare that terrified Esther. 

Jade smiled grimly, grateful to her friend and enjoying Esther’s discomfort. ‘Thanks, Amberlyn, I’m tempted, but we have to rescue Charlotte first. Maybe later.’ She turned back to Esther, as Amberlyn sheathed her sword. ‘Okay, you and your lord have us where you want us. What do we have to do?’

Esther gulped and tried to steady the hammering of her heart. ‘Thank you. We must go to the wood, where the Earl is waiting for you. He will call Sysemor, and when she appears, you have to command her to return to her proper place. The Earl has a stone that has been passed down to him through the generations; it is alleged to be a key to the Underworld. You will give it to Sysemor, and it will carry her across the threshold.’

‘I take it that he will want to get this done quickly, before the police figure out who is behind Charlotte’s kidnapping, and come to arrest him?’ Jade glared up at Esther’s face. 

Esther could not meet her eyes, and turned her head to stare at the carpet. ‘That is so,’ she said, quietly. ‘He is making preparations as we speak.’ 

Jade turned to Amberlyn and Rory. ‘You don’t have to do this; you can stay here if you wish.’

They looked at each other, and both shook their heads. 

‘We three are one,’ Amberlyn replied. 

‘We three are one,’ repeated Rory. 


A Summoning

As the party of five trudged up the hill, the sun, that had earlier promised a bright day, slid from view behind a black cloud, its shadow sweeping across the land beneath like a dark tide. By the time they reached the trees, the estate was swathed in gloom, and a cold, buffeting wind came whistling across the fields like an army of demons. 

Esther led them around the edge of the wood until they found the Earl Du Toit waiting, pacing up and down. Not far away, Charlotte was standing with Mercia – both of them looked terrified. Jade noticed that Charlotte’s hands were tied together. 

Du Toit was clearly agitated. He marched up to them as soon as he saw them, his face contorted. ‘Which one is Greene?’ he demanded, glowering at the three young people. 

Jade took a step closer.

‘At last!’ Du Toit hissed. He reached into the pocket of his shooting jacket and took out a black stone, about the size and shape of an egg. ‘Here,’ he said, thrusting his hand at Jade. ‘Take this.’ 

Jade looked at his hand, then at the Earl’s face, then back at the hand, but made no effort to accept the stone.

‘What’s the matter with the stupid girl?’ he bellowed at Esther. ‘Have you not told her what to do?’ 

‘Don’t let your impatience get the better of your manners, Richard,’ she replied, angrily. ‘You have put us all in this position, you might at least show some consideration.’ 

He pulled himself together – it was like a chameleon changing colour. ‘Yes, yes, of course. What am I thinking?’ He crouched down on his haunches in front of Jade, as though speaking to a small child. ‘No harm will come to you or your sister as long as you do what I tell you. Do you understand?’

Jade rolled her eyes up to the sky and shook her head in disbelief, and for a moment he thought she was going to refuse. Then she composed herself and looked at him. ‘Yes, I understand better than you think, and I will help you. I suppose that stone is the key to the Underworld?’

‘That’s right.’ He held his hand out again, showing it to her. ‘It is a kind of silicon called obsidian. It is millions of years old, thrust from the Earth’s core by volcanic activity, in the time when the immortals walked the Earth. As a result, it has the power to open a portal to the Underworld, where some of the immortals now live.’ 

The wind had continued to wind itself up, and by then had reached gale force, roaring across the open park and pushing them so hard that they had to lean into it. Jade looked anxiously around at the dark landscape, with the trees waving like dancers in some crazy ritual.

She took the stone. The instant her hand touched it, she heard the voices cry out in her head as though in pain. She examined it, felt the weight of it. It was heavy, and the blackest black imaginable, like the depths of starless space or a bottomless pit.  

She thought for a moment. ‘What is the plan?’ 

He smiled with relief, and stood up. ‘I have prepared a Summoning Circle near the trees. I will stand in it and chant the spell that will command Sysemor to appear. When she comes out of the wood, you must walk up to her, saying ‘Unnum vaday’ over and over, holding out the stone to her. She will be compelled to take it, and will then be carried instantly back to the Underworld.’

Jade repeated the words: ‘Unnum vaday.’

Du Toit looked surprised that this common child had picked it up so quickly. ‘That’s right, well done.’

The voices in her head screamed ‘No No No!’

‘There are two conditions,’ she said, and saw panic rise again in his eyes. He was desperate to get started. ‘Firstly, I want my friends with me.’

He shook his head. ‘No, that might stop the spells from working.’

‘Then I won’t do it. We are a team.’ The noise of the wind was so loud that she had to shout. 

He became flustered. He looked over his shoulder to where Mercia and Charlotte were waiting, their hair whipping their tear-wet faces. He looked up at the black clouds racing across the sky. His mouth moved as he tried to think. He looked at his feet. At last he answered. ‘Oh, very well. But we must get this done.’ He seemed near to tears himself. ‘Come with me.’ He started to turn back towards the circle.

‘And secondly,’ Jade shouted, forcing him to stop, ‘I want you to untie my sister and let her go.’ She saw doubt cross his face. ‘If you let her go, I promise to do what you want. You don’t need a hostage, but I will not do it while she is with you.’

He stared at her for a few seconds, his brain churning, then nodded his head. ‘Come quickly.’

She followed him, and was joined by Amberlyn and Rory.

When they caught up to Du Toit, he had just reached Mercia and Charlotte in the centre of a large ring marked in the grass. It was made up of two circles, the largest about four metres in diameter, the other one slightly smaller, inside the first, both made by lining up hundreds of pebbles of different sizes and colours. Within the ring created by the two circles, arranged like the hours of a clock, was an assortment of objects – the skull of a rat, a dead bird, a broken pot, a knife – and, at each quarter, a jar containing several sticks of incense, the smoke from their glowing tips carried instantly away by the furious wind. In the centre, more stones had been used to draw a triangle, with each point touching the circle. 

The Earl untied Charlotte, who ran straight to Jade and clung to her, sobbing. 

‘Don’t worry,’ Jade told her. ‘I will get you home safely.’ She pointed to where Esther and Gabrielle were standing. ‘Go and wait with those women. You will be safe with them while I do what must be done.’ 

With a kiss on her cheek, Charlotte scampered over to Esther and Gabrielle.

‘Come on!’ Du Toit shouted to Jade over the shrieking wind: ‘We have to get on with it. Get into position, and when Sysemor appears, you must chant the spell, then get close enough to her to hand over the obsidian key.’

Jade nodded, and watched the Earl pick up something that was lying at his feet. He put it on his head, and Jade saw that it was a mask made from animal skin and feathers. 

Above them, angry flashes of lightning began to flicker within the bitter, grey clouds, and violent crashes of thunder boomed and echoed across the land.

Du Toit began to chant, standing with his arms outstretched, shouting with all his might to be heard above the din of the storm. 

Jade’s head began to throb and buzz with the voices of the dead again – all shouting at her. She looked at Amberlyn and Rory, and they nodded – they could hear them, too.

The wind whipped the mask from Du Toit’s face, and carried it away, bouncing across the fields, but still he carried on, desperately chanting the spell, his eyes fixed on the wood. One by one, the jars holding the incense fell over, spilling the sticks onto the grass. Mercia was on her knees at his feet, clinging to his legs, screaming with terror. Still he chanted, on and on, his voice becoming hoarse. 

Suddenly, a blinding shaft of light from the clouds above plunged into the ground between the ring and the wood beyond, accompanied by a mighty crack of thunder, so powerful that it knocked everyone to the ground. 

As they scrambled to their feet, blinking to clear the glare from their eyes, they saw a figure standing in the smoking patch of grass where the lightning had struck. She stood taller than anyone present, glowing, as though she was made entirely of light. She was dressed in long robes that fluttered lazily, as though the gale blowing all around was but a gentle breeze. On her head was a crown woven from green plants of the forest, and, standing beside her, were the Spectral Hounds.

‘Stupid mortals,’ she shouted in a voice that came from another world. ‘Did you think to trap me? Do you dare to presume that you can outwit me? Enough is enough. If the curse will not teach you, then you shall all die!’ 

Du Toit whimpered and tried to cover Mercia with his body, cowering at the centre of the crude ring of stones and useless black magic tokens that were supposed to protect them. Sysemor pointed at them, and fire spat from her fingers like a jet of lava, filling the outer circle with flames that leapt upwards, fanned by the howling wind that now seemed to be coming from all directions at once. At the centre, the Du Toits were untouched by the fire, but were trapped inside as the flames formed a cone around them. If the heat did not kill them, they had only seconds before all the oxygen in the air in the circle would be gone, and they would suffocate. 

Then Sysemor turned to Jade and commanded the hounds: ‘Kill the one with the obsidian stone.’ 


Sysemor Attacks

Amberlyn was between Jade and the circle when Sysemor commanded the hounds to attack. She saw the savage beasts bound towards Jade, and she started to run into the raging gale to intercept them, drawing her sword and letting out a yell that was carried away by the wind. But there was too much ground to cover, and the leading hound reached Jade while Amberlyn was still several agonising strides away. She watched the animal spring into the air, leaping at Jade’s throat, its mouth open, its fangs bared. Jade seemed to be frozen to the spot with fear. 

But Jade was not afraid – she was thinking, watching, measuring, her feet apart to steady herself against the buffeting of the wind. It was as though time had nearly stopped; everything happened so slowly that she was able to focus on what she needed to do. As the ghostly animal came closer, she drew her arm back and hurled the obsidian stone at it. The black missile flew straight into the animal’s open mouth, between its teeth, over its tongue, and rammed into its gullet. The creature twisted in the air, slammed into Jade, knocking her over, and fell to the ground at her feet, gagging on the stone. 

On her knees, Jade looked at it with a mixture of relief and sympathy – she was relieved to be safe, but she hated to see any creature in distress. She crawled over to try to help it, ignoring the other two hounds that were almost upon her, but it was already on its way back to the Underworld. It faded, flickered and vanished, leaving the obsidian stone lying on the grass.

Jade picked up the stone and scrambled to her feet to face the remaining hounds, and saw Amberlyn arrive and plant herself like a wall before them, crouching, waving her sword from the past, threateningly. The tip glowed as it swished through the air in front of their noses, slicing through the magic that filled the air, laying it open like a wound, from which black smoke poured and golden sparks glittered like exploding stars. 

The hounds skidded to a stop and crouched, weighing up this new, unexpected development. One thought it saw an opportunity, and started to edge around the smoking barrier, trying to get behind Amberlyn, but she flashed the sword again and it crept back to lie beside its companion. 

Rory, meanwhile, was running in the opposite direction – towards the flaming circle, seeming to not notice the waves of heat coming from it. Sysemor saw him, and began to throw thunderbolts at him from both hands. Electricity fizzed through the air in balls of lightning, but Rory seemed to know where each one was heading – he ducked, and one hurtled over his head; he swerved, and one burst in the spot where he should have been; he jumped, and one bounced harmlessly beneath his feet. As he ran, he peeled off his jacket, and when he reached the ring, he threw it like a blanket to cover the flames nearest him. The jacket, from another time, smothered the flames, creating a doorway, allowing air to rush into the inner circle. Without stopping, Rory leapt through the opening into the circle. 

Mercia and her father were kneeling on the ground, almost unconscious. Their faces turned to Rory as he entered, bringing cool air with him. He grabbed Mercia’s hand, pulling her to her feet, and together they helped the Earl to stand, then they ran to the hole in the wall of fire. 

Du Toit scooped up Mercia into his arms and carried her, following Rory out through the opening. Once clear of the flames, Rory led them away to where Esther and Gabrielle were waiting with Charlotte, watching events unfold with amazement.

‘Stay here,’ he commanded. ‘You will be safe, though you do not deserve to be.’ Then he ran to join Jade and Amberlyn. They stood, side by side, Rory standing with his arms folded, Amberlyn with her sword pointed at the Hounds, and Jade glaring defiantly at Sysemor.

Sysemor looked from Rory to Amberlyn to Jade. ‘Who are you?’ she shouted.

The Voices became silent, waiting for the outcome of a meeting between two worlds.

Jade spoke. ‘You recognise us, Sysemor, I know you do.’ She lifted the jade at her neck, as she had before. ‘We met here yesterd… in another time.’ She started to walk towards Sysemor, past the hounds, that growled but did not move. ‘You do not have to fight like this any longer. Talk to me. I am here to find answers, to help.’ 

‘They destroyed my home,’ Sysemor said, pointing at the Earl. ‘I wanted only to live here, to welcome the mortal dead and usher them into the next life. My trees cleansed the air, and gave haven to wild creatures. But that man and his ancestors hunted the creatures and cut down my trees, defiling the graves of those mortals who were buried there. In their arrogance, they broke their promise, so I punished them.’

‘What can we do to change things?’ Jade asked.

Sysemor shook her head, angrily. ‘Change? How can you change what has happened? Can you undo what has been done? No! Can you turn back the clock? No! What’s done is done, and the price must be paid.’  

She waved a hand toward the dark clouds overhead. ‘You see this? I can control all these things.’ She clapped her hands, and the wind instantly died and the clouds raced away. She pointed to the fiery ring, and the flames vanished. She snapped her fingers, and the hounds ran to her side. Then she turned to walk back into the wood.

‘Wait!’ Jade cried. ‘Please wait.’

Sysemor stopped and turned back to look at her.

‘Wait,’ Jade said once more, holding up a hand. She ran back, past Amberlyn and Rory, until she reached Richard and Mercia Du Toit. Esther was trying to console Mercia; the Earl looked confused and distraught. Charlotte was with Gabrielle – she seemed to be dealing with things better than Mercia. 

Police car sirens began to twitter in the distance.

‘Come with me, please,’ Jade said to Mercia and her father. ‘You have to talk to Sysemor.’

Mercia was shivering. She shook her head. ‘I cannot go near that … thing.’

Jade put her arms round her, trying to share the strength flowing from the magical gem at her throat. ‘Mercia,’ she said, gently. ‘Sysemor is not going to hurt you any more – my friends and I are here to protect you – but you and your father must face the truth and admit to the harm that has been done. Then, perhaps, you can move on.’ 

Mercia looked up at her father. He, too, was trembling, but he nodded.

Together they walked back to Sysemor, who had been watching patiently. Amberlyn and Rory followed them, and stood beside them before the tall figure. Sysemor was majestic in size, and regal in stature, yet she seemed vulnerable, uncertain. 

Jade looked up into Sysemor’s sad, angry eyes. ‘Sysemor, as you said, we cannot change what has happened – the family did what they did, and you have punished them for it. But can we not agree that enough is enough? The past is what it is, but we can control the future. The old trees are gone, but we can replace them,’ she said. 

Sysemor shook her head. ‘That does not help the spirits of those who died and are buried here. The trees were their link to the past. Without a past, their lives are without meaning.’

The Earl took a step forward. ‘Sysemor, I am sorry for what I tried to do today; I did not understand. And I am sorry for the actions of my ancestors. Now I can see how we have hurt you, and the lasting harm we have done. We cannot undo that harm, of course, but we can prove our change of heart and prepare for the future. Let us replant your forest with new trees, make it as big as it was. You can watch over them while they grow, and they will make a new link to the world for the spirits of the dead.’ 

Sysemor laughed, cynically. ‘I have seen how easily you mortals break your promises,’ she replied. ‘Oh, today you are penitent, but within one generation you will forget.’

Richard put one hand on Mercia’s shoulder, and one on Jade’s. ‘These young people represent the next generation, Sysemor. I think my daughter has learnt as much today as I have, and these other young people have already shown us how we need to be.’

Jade stepped forward, holding out her hand to Sysemor, palm upwards. Nestling there was the obsidian stone. ‘You may want to take better care of this,’ she said, smiling.

Sysemor returned the smile. ‘You are a strange one,’ she said. ‘You are mortal, yet you see beyond mortality.’

‘The crystals are teaching us,’ Jade replied. ‘We are learning.’ She returned to stand with Rory and Amberlyn.

Sysemor thought for a moment, looking down at all of them. ‘I see a willingness to change in your faces,’ she said, ‘though I still do not trust mortals. But perhaps there is hope for you after all. I will accept your offer. But remember this: What happened today is a lesson. If you and your kind do not change your ways and your attitudes, you will make your whole world a wilderness, and next time there will be no turning back.’ 

The Voices muttered in agreement.


Home

Smoke from the smouldering, scorched earth beside the wood curled lazily into the warm, still air. Nature would take a little while to heal that scar. Sysemor had returned to her glade, and The Voices were silent.

A sudden cacophony of light and sound on the road below heralded the arrival of the police at the gates. Chief Inspector Bates was riding into town to Enforce The Law, accompanied by a small army of uniformed coppers, and followed by Detective Inspector Arthur Firkin, who was tagging along to watch the show. The cars hurtled in a line along the tarmac, their blue lights and two-tones pulsating like a migraine.

On the hillside, halfway between the wood and Thursley Manor, the Du Toits and their entourage were making their way homewards. Their explanation to the police about the day’s events would be … interesting.

Jade, Charlotte, Rory and Amberlyn sat on the grassy hillside below the wood, looking out across the idyllic scenery.

‘I wonder what will happen to us, now,’ Rory said. ‘Will we all go back to how we were before?’

Amberlyn shrugged. ‘I suppose the gems will send us back to our own times, now that we have done what they wanted. What will you do, Jade?’

A familiar dark green Jaguar saloon turned in through the gates, and cruised to a stop below them. Cynthia Greene climbed out and waved, and Charlotte jumped to her feet and began to run down the hill.

Jade waved a hand to her mother, but did not get up. ‘I’ll go back to my family, I suppose – face the music. Then life as normal. You?’

‘My mother will be waiting for me,’ Amberlyn replied. ‘She needs me.’ She turned to Rory. ‘Are you happy to be going home?’

‘I don’t have a home,’ he said. ‘My time with you two has been the nearest I have felt to being part of a family. But I think I know how to change things for the better, once I get back.’

One of the back doors of the Jaguar opened, and Jade’s brother, Jason, climbed out. Then the front passenger door opened, and Jade’s father, the Rt. Hon. Clarence Greene M.P. joined the others.

‘Wow,’ said Jade. 

‘For you?’ asked Rory. 

‘Nah, for my sister, look.’  

It was a touching scene as the little figures below them all hugged beside the car.

‘Shall we find out what the stones have planned?’ Jade said, suddenly. There was something in the way she said it that made Amberlyn and Rory look at her. 

She smiled. ‘I’m ok, honestly. One day they will tell me what I have already worked out for myself. Knowing it has freed me; I no longer have to keep trying to prove myself. And now I have you. Esther did us a favour by starting all this. We three are one. We have each found strengths we did not know we have.’

Amberlyn and Rory leaned over and hugged Jade, and for a little while they clung to each other in silence. Then Jade said: ‘Come on, we have to give the stones a chance to finish their plans for us.’

They nodded, and stood up.

Sysemor, watching and listening from the woods, saw them smile at each other. She did not know the future any more than the mortals did, but she knew that it had been changed that day. 

In the distance, she saw Esther Cipni, Gabrielle Mandrake and Richard and Mercia Du Toit reach the school doors and pause on the steps to look back at the three young people standing on the hillside. 

The police, climbing from their cars, simultaneously stopped their bustling and turned to look at the hillside, as though ordered to by a silent voice.

The family standing around the green Jaguar looked up, expectantly.

All eyes saw Jade, Rory and Amberlyn join hands. 

There is a sound that people can make by putting a finger in their mouth, and pressing it against the inside of one cheek until it pops out with a noise like a cork from a bottle. When something as large as a human body suddenly disappears, air rushes in to fill the vacuum, and it makes exactly the same sound. 

Amberlyn vanished with just such a pop, and a puff of steam that swirled and curled and vanished into the warm air. Then Rory vanished – pop! 

And only Jade remained – alone, surprised and disappointed.

She shrugged and looked down the hill to where her family was waiting for her. It seemed that she still had work to do here. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and prepared to walk down the hill towards them. 

But when she reopened her eyes, the family was gone, the hill was gone, and the sun was gone. Instead, it was night, and she was falling.

The End 
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The Tapestry Capricorn books … 

~ Feline Secret Agent ~ 

When undesirables start to flood across the dimensional boundary into Earth space, a special agent is sent to deal with them. But an agent alone, even a shape-shifting cat, sometimes needs an assistant or two. Tapestry Capricorn enlists a bunch of unlikely allies to help her destroy the portal and send the rats back to their home world. 

~ Reptilla ~ 

Mysterious transmissions have been detected, aimed at Earth, suggesting an imminent attack. Agent Tapestry Capricorn is assigned to investigate the source, assisted by a small white dog called Kong. Following a trail from world to world, they discover that an invasion is being planned by Reptilian King Sah-Seh-Sah. But before she can defeat his plan, Tapestry is captured and left to die in a blazing building.
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A story about beating the odds … 

A Song For Joey

Love is what love is

When your father has deserted you, and your mother died giving birth to you, when you are homeless, drugged and beaten, and someone is out to kill you, you may find that the best person to have beside you is the ghost of the boy you loved like a brother.
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The Natalie Tereshchenko saga ... 

 ~ Lady In Waiting ~ 

Russia – vast, cold, mysterious. Natalie Tereshchenko works in the royal palace, but she is no ordinary Lady In Waiting ~ she is a niece of the Tsar. That, however, is a secret best kept.

As the Russian monarchy falls to violent revolution, Natalie reveals her own insecurities and longings, her friendships, the men who loved her and the one who deceived her. When the family is slaughtered, she discovers that she cannot escape her past, and is driven to make an agonising  decision. 

 ~ The Other Side ~ 

They wanted her to become the new Tsarina, but Natalie had other plans, and when the soldiers came, she sacrificed herself. Now she finds herself in the heart of the Kremlin, trying to hide her true identity from Lenin and new Bolshevik government. 

In this sequel to ‘Natalie Tereshchenko, Lady In Waiting’ the tension explodes into terrifying action. All protection lost, and deceived by her own mother, Natalie must again cross Russia searching for her beloved Max, relentlessly pursued by unknown assassins. She cannot survive alone, but how can she tell who her true friends are? 

 ~ I Am Not Your Queen ~ 

For most of her life, Natalie Tereshchenko knew only royal palaces, but that ended when the Tsar and his family were murdered. Now she is a fugitive from the new Bolshevik government, and as if that were not enough, the Whites also want her to help them to re-establish the monarchy, with Natalie as Tsarina. Seeking only obscurity, she has moved into a remote farmhouse, but she has underestimated how determined her enemies are.
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