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          1 THE CAVE

        

      

    

    
      30 Years Before The Storm

       

      The end of a rope hung down between the circular outline of a small hole from which they had descended. High up he saw an orb of bright light, the beams of which offered just enough visibility to see the shapes of the craggy rock they’d passed by.

      Inside the modest, dim chamber, the coolness was a blessed relief for the young archaeologists, John de Lowe. He dabbed at the sweat on his forehead and the back of his neck and noted the dirty stain on the folded white handkerchief.

      Next to him stood a dark man in long, faded robes, unflustered and not out of breath from the climb down. His black shoulder-length hair, smattered with flecks of grey, bunched out from beneath a turban-like cloth hat. His face had the wizened look of an old man; a deeply lined brow and, on his cheek, was a scar that reminded John of a crescent moon.

      ‘Mr John,’ he said, using his forename as a surname. ‘You say you are from the northern area of England, huh?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Half way between the Yorkshire Dales and the Yorkshire Moors. Have you ever been there, Ahmed?’ John said, wafting his shirt and dusting his trousers.

      The older man raised an eye. ‘I think so. Many moons ago. I do not remember so well.’

      ‘Well, one thing’s for sure, it’s a little cooler over there,’ John said. ‘As I told you, my family have deep roots in Yorkshire, but there’s a thread which seems to trace back to this part of the world. That’s why I started writing to you a year ago.’

      Ahmed pulled a flask out from beneath the robes and poured a few drops in his mouth. ‘The letters. So many. You do not give up, right?’

      ‘I’m sorry if I was persistent,’ John said, a hint of a grin in his eyes. ‘When I discovered the scrolls under the brickwork of the old cellar, there were several references to a place called Havilah. When I’d exhausted every angle, the only Havilah that I could find, was here. I became, how should I say, hooked.’

      John de Lowe smiled warmly at the other man. ‘I am most grateful for your help, Ahmed.’

      Ahmed stared into the cave. How much should he reveal to the young Englishman, he thought? There was always a line to draw in the sand. Knowing where was the tricky bit.

      ‘Young man,’ Ahmed began, ‘we have a tradition of storytelling in this land. Many of these tales tell of a new time, a prophecy.’ He inclined his head. ‘The stories go back for many hundreds of years, a good deal longer perhaps, no one really knows. Havilah is a dusty place filled with sand and rock and flies. The wind blows the sand and the flies in one direction and then it blows them back again. It is of no interest to outsiders. All we have left to hold on to are memories, passed down by a small group of men and women who bind these stories to their hearts with chains. So, when your letters arrive, maybe there is a connection? I am happy to be of service.’

      John de Lowe took a sip of water. ‘You mentioned you travelled, Ahmed. How did you end up back here?’

      Ahmed sighed and sat down. ‘A long while ago, during the war, I went into the army, not by choice, you understand. I carried wounded men off the battlefield to the field hospitals and then, many times, I took them to the burial ground.’ The features of the older man grew dark. ‘I did it so often that I vowed that when it was all over, I would return to Havilah. There, I would raise a family and study the stories. I felt there was a great illness among humans. Perhaps the tales they had once told us, were right.’

      John sat down opposite, a veil of light filtering down between them.

      Ahmed continued. ‘There was one man, like you, from England. His name was Archie and he was badly injured. I carried him for miles through heavy shooting, explosions crashing around us. He was dying, he knew it. But Archie needed a friend. He wanted someone he could trust.’

      ‘Why did he choose you?’ John asked. ‘Didn’t he get on with his fellow soldiers?’

      ‘I do not know. It intrigued him that I wore this.’

      Ahmed rolled up his sleeve to show a faded, circular tree-like tattoo on the underside of his elbow.

      ‘When he sees it, this fine man wanted, very desperately, to tell me stories. His tales sounded so similar to the ones I knew. The day before he died, to thank me, I suppose, for giving him a few more precious days, he gave me a cloth pouch. With his dying breath, he begged me to get away, to return at once to Havilah. He insisted that I use the contents to start again. I did not look at it until many weeks later. Inside, were jewels, a little stud, a medallion that had a circular scrolling pattern in gold on it, and a bangle. The medallion is in the same as my tattoo. I carry them upon my body to this day.’

      ‘Goodness,’ John said. ‘What a coincidence. How did you escape?’

      ‘That same night I decided that I had had enough. I knew they piled bodies high on wagons for burial in the morning. I hid among them and later, crawled away. From that moment on, I was a deserter, and they came looking for me. Every place I went there were informers. Soon, there was nowhere else to turn, so I head home.’

      The silence of the cave made the words swim around.

      ‘It may sound strange, but the night before the soldiers arrived, I had a dream. The dream told me to go into the hills above the village where I would find shelter. When I woke, I packed up all the provisions I could carry, and slipped out in the still of the dark.’

      John swatted a fly pestering him. ‘What happened?’

      Ahmed put his head in his hands. ‘I walked until I could reach no further. As you saw, this is barren, wretched place baked by the sun and only visited by goat-herders. One cannot survive for many days.

      ‘On the second day, I was wondering if I should return when, in the distance, I heard the sounds of machines and guns. Shortly, I caught the smell of burning, drifting on the evening wind. They were on to me. I feared for the worst. If they had found the village, I knew there would be little remaining.’

      The Arab picked a stone off the floor and twisted it in his scrawny fingers. ‘They sent dogs to find me. I heard them, and I ran as high as I could until I could run no further. I hid behind a large rock and lay down, trying to crawl right under it. As I moved the sand under the small ledge, I found an opening, a hole. I heard the dogs panting nearby, and I let myself fall through. The rock edges tore my body. When I landed, Englishman, the ground moves. A pit of snakes. I prepare myself. But the snakes must have been more interested in the dogs sniffing around. They left and never came back.

      ‘I stayed for three days, right here in this spot, where you and I now stand.’ He tossed the stone to the other side of the chamber where it headed through a chasm in the wall and rattled back and forth until there was a distant splash. ‘There is a nice sense of peace here, is there not?’ Ahmed said.

      John stared at the man opposite. ‘Why are you telling me all this?’

      ‘I believed in my dream. You in yours,’ Ahmed began. ‘Now, I need to know whether I can trust you.’

      ‘You can definitely do just that,’ the young man said, bullishly, a frown stapled to his forehead. ‘Ask anyone. I was a prefect at Upsall School. Captain of the Tennis team at University. I have a good reputation, I think. Besides,’ and he smiled winningly, ‘I haven’t come all this way, for nothing.’

      Ahmed stood up and faced him. ‘I have a strong feeling with this place, and I have a feeling about you,’ he said. ‘But, my young friend, it is the cave which will make that judgment, not me.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand,’ John said, sensing alarm.

      ‘I cannot give you the answers you seek until I am sure. First, you must show faith.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ By now, they were both standing and moving around the perimeter of the cave, facing one another.

      Ahmed pulled small torch from his pocket. He lit the wick, the light illuminating a much wider area.

      ‘What’s going on, Ahmed?’

      Ahmed slotted the flaming torch into a crack. In an instant, his hand moved back into his long robes. He withdrew a handgun.

      ‘Jeez, Ahmed. I thought we were friends.’

      ‘Perhaps. This is not about friendship. Look to your right, Englishman.’

      John, his eyes bulging, stared at a yawning black chasm in the side of the rock.

      ‘Jump through it.’

      ‘But I can’t see what’s down there.’

      ‘If you survive, you will discover the truth. You will find what you came here for.’

      ‘And if I don’t?’

      Ahmed shrugged. ‘If you don’t survive, then hey, no one will ever know.’

      Panic grabbed young John. ‘And what if I refuse? It would be suicide to jump.’

      Ahmed’s free hand pulled something from around his neck. ‘Here. Take this.’

      He threw it over.

      John inspected the medallion, astonished to see that it was the same pattern he’d seen on the scrolls.

      ‘You have till nightfall to seek a way out.’

      ‘Nightfall,’ John repeated.

      ‘Yes. And if you refuse to jump, English boy,’ Ahmed said, as he pulled back the hammer on the revolver, ‘I will kill you anyway.’
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      John’s free fall seemed to go on forever. Without warning, he plunged into cold water; the shock attacking his every sense. Terrified he might crack his foot on a ledge or a rock, he thrashed upwards, swimming in large strokes, his lungs burning.

      When he surfaced, he gasped and trod water before swimming to the side and searching for a hand-hold. He touched upon a smooth stone and, breathing heavily, he leaned in. A shaft of light beamed down through a crack high above. It gave him the chance to look around the neat enclosed pool and decide what to do next. On either side, the rock was sheer, but opposite, smoother rocks appeared climbable, like a jagged stairway.

      Clambering up, John shivered. Strange to think outside it was burning hot - over forty degrees with not a cloud in sight. And here the coolness, cold even, made him wish for a thick coat.

      What had Ahmed meant? Return, and he would trust him, but why? Was this a test? Was there something here that no-one else should see?

      Climbing up further, John pulled himself up onto a ledge that stretched out in a semi-circle above the pool below. He scoured the flat surface and noticed a heap in the corner. Carefully, he made his way over.

      Bones. An animal that had fallen through, or…

      He inspected it further. A skeleton. A femur, hip joints, and one neat ribcage. Looking deeper into the shadows of the rock above, more bones. And now, as he picked his way through he counted three skulls.

      John had seen skeletons before at University and had done detailed work on a relic the professor had named “Gregory”. His heart thumped in his chest.

      Questions filled his young head. Had they died because they failed to detect a way out? Or had a creature stripped the flesh from their bones?

      John sat down to inspect the first to see if he might discover the method of their demise.

      Picking up the skull, he moved into the beam of light and rotated it in his hands.

      A young girl, he determined, less than twenty years, but older than a child. He inspected the teeth. A neat set, the molars and canines showing typical wear of this age group.

      The bone sockets for eyes appeared a little distended, as if it had once housed larger-than-normal eyeballs and, now he noticed, the ear bones, too, were thicker. Was this some abnormality or a genetic feature passed down from generation to generation in these parts?

      He placed the skull to the side and picked up the second one which appeared to be the of the same age, but this time a man, or, rather a boy, probably still in development. Inspecting the cranium, he noticed how the crown had a hardness and a thickness that the other didn’t possess. And now he studied it further he observed a burn mark on the brow.

      He rubbed his chin, trying hard to piece a story together. Without realising, he was above the third skeleton. He ran his eyes over it trying to visualise the person. A girl, he thought, older, but not by much. Again, the teeth looked as if she had lived off a balanced and more modern diet than the ancient bones he’d come across on various archaeological digs.

      He traced a finger down her arm. When he reached her hand, he stiffened. Bang in the centre of her palm, where a series of bones met, was a small, neat, circular hole.

      John audibly gasped. Had they had crucified this one? He grabbed the other hand and noticed the same markings. He stared at both for some time, confused. Crucifixion would never have left such neat holes? And besides, if he remembered correctly, wasn’t it rare for them to kill a woman in this way? He’d have to look it up.

      But there was something else strikingly obvious. These bones, John realised, weren’t old. It was as if the flesh, the living parts, had only recently gone. These skeletons, he thought, made “Gregory” appear ancient.

      He inspected the skulls once more wishing he had a magnifying glass and discovered tiny perforations on the external areas which, he concluded, were signs of illness. Had the flesh rotted away or had someone eaten them? But there were no tooth marks to back this up. Maybe their flesh had been burned off by some kind of acid? But again, there was no charring and no telltale signs of external trauma.

      John looked down at the pool, several metres beneath him. For a moment, he wondered if someone had placed the bones there for his benefit, as part of this test?

      His natural assumption was to conclude that these skeletons hadn’t been able to find a way out, even if their end had arrived mysteriously and, moreover, recently.

      He searched around and, noticing a foothold that would enable him to climb up towards the light shaft, stood up and planned his route.

      Heaving himself up to the next plateau, John found himself on a much smaller ledge. As he dragged his leg over and caught his breath, he saw a small golden goblet lying in front of him.

      What if this cup that had contained poison? Yes, he thought. That would make perfect sense.

      Making sure there was nothing inside it, he picked it up. On the outer face, he noticed a shape, an etching, in the shape of a circle. He moved the cup into the beam of light where the markings became more pronounced and traced it with his fingers. The tree of life symbol he’d seen before.

      In a flash, he pulled out the medallion Ahmed had thrown him and compared them. They were almost identical and, he realised, this pattern was similar not only to the window in the chapel at Upsall but on the scrolls he’d discovered under the cellar floor!

      How was this possible?

      John frowned. Was this strange marking, this symbol, he wondered, the essence of the trust, that linked him and Ahmed?

      John climbed up to the next ledge which, he calculated, was roughly twenty metres above the pool. This shelf was long and thin; less than half a metre wide, with a sheer face of stone above leaning over at an angle all the way along. Climbing up and over this, he sensed, would be nigh on impossible. He searched around and found two dark, yawning holes at either end, the start of mini tunnels, that ate into the rock. He would have to choose one.

      He sat down, annoyed he hadn’t thought of taking a large draught of water from the pool below. The light spilling in from the hole still some distance above him was now a warm orange hue, the colours, he realised, of late afternoon. As Ahmed’s words came back to him, he imagined nothing more terrifying than spending a night here. To return before nightfall, he’d have to hurry.

      He knelt at the left mouth and pushed forward into the black opening. Quickly, his other senses kicked in. A smell of decay, old dust and rotten cabbage filled his nose. Was this the odour of rotten flesh?

      Unsure, John reversed out and angled along the ridge before kneeling in front of the hole on the right side.

      As he poked his head through, the same sensory images returned, but other thoughts raced into his mind too. Did the passages lead to the same place? Was a creature living here? If so, what?

      John swept his hair back and wondered what to do. Then, realising he had no option, he entered. Brushing a sticky cobweb out of the way, in pitch blackness, he tentatively crept forward. The tunnel, its walls confining him, continued straight on. Using his hand like a stick, he edged further in until he came to a wall in front of him. Feeling to the left, he noticed that the corridor turned. He proceeded, changing direction every so often, the surrounding stillness pronouncing his breathing and the shuffling of his knees on the hard surface.

      After several turns, his disorientation almost complete, he wondered if he was doing the right thing. Had he entered a maze or a labyrinth? Thoughts bombarded him. What if he’d gone down the other tunnel, or worse, a wrong tunnel? What if the three skeletons hadn’t been able to work out how to negotiate this passageway and just given up?

      Two more turns later, and John arrived in a dank cavern, a slither of light slipping through a tiny, deep crack that offered a modicum of vision. He sensed company.

      With his back to the wall, his eyes adjusting to the dark, he noticed cobwebs hanging from the roof.

      Not spiders. Please, not spiders.

      On the far side, adjacent to where he’d entered, he spied a gap and realised that the passageway continued. For the first time, he relaxed. If he was in a labyrinth, then he’d made it to the middle. All he had to do was follow the route out.

      He shuffled forward.

      From the corner of his eye, he detected something twisting away from him. A snake?

      He kept perfectly still, knowing from his nature books that remaining like stone would be the safest thing to do. He moved off only when he felt that whatever he’d seen posed no threat.

      As he neared the tunnel entrance, it slithered again. He swallowed.

      This time it wasn’t a snake, more like a Komodo Dragon or a giant lizard. A crocodile? 

      Sweat beaded on his brow. If only he could see a little more.

      A slither over his leg. Fat. Heavy. His body prickled.

      Slowly he raised his hand to wipe it off.

      He froze. More Snakes. Drat.

      Then, taking him wholly by surprise, a King Cobra sat up, looking him straight in the eyes, its tongue flickering in and out of its mouth. John knew that the moment the cobra bared its fangs, a strike was close.

      He hardly dared to blink.

      Breathe, gently.

      Was this now a game of “stare”? He racked his brain trying to figure out if there was another way.

      John sensed the light dimming, the temperature dropping.

      Wouldn’t a snake stay head out to warm itself on the baked rocks and sands? Maybe he’d wait it out, although his eyelids growing heavy, as if he were, somehow, being hypnotised.

      The cobra moved so close that John could feel the flickering tongue on his two-day-old stubble.

      He weighed up his options.

      When the light left, he would be at the mercy of all the creatures in this awful place.

      In a flash, John went for the snake, but the beast was fast. As his hand wrapped around the serpent’s throat, his thumb trying to press above the cobra’s head, he felt a sudden pain on top of his wrist. John held on and dashed the snake on the wall until the flailing body fell limp.

      John breathed a deep sigh of relief. He tried to inspect the bite damage. If the venom had made it into his system, he knew he didn’t have long. Without hesitating, he ripped at his shirt tying it tightly in a crisscross design up his arm and around his shoulder.

      He shuffled along the corridor fast, his arms flailing in the dark.

      More turns. He banged his head. Right turns.

      More passages, more right turns. Now left.

      John de Lowe sensed his heart palpitating now that he understand why the bodies lay on the ridge. Most likely they had died from poisoning, either from the contents of the cup or snake venom, and their flesh scavenged by creatures.

      The light in the passage was brightening. One final turn and then the orange glow of the sunset burst out from the opening just ahead.

      Not far to go.

      His head swam as he crawled through, and, as he turned to see the last of the tunnel, he thought he saw the emblem of the tree of life blazing on the wall behind him.
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      ‘You had a lucky escape,’ a familiar voice said. ‘I am greatly relieved to see you again. One thousand apologies for pointing that weapon at you. I had to.’

      John blinked his eyes and looked up at a reed-like roof, the smell of hay and sweat and animals filling his nostrils. ‘Where am I?’ he answered, panic etched into his tone.

      Ahmed smiled back at him. ‘You can relax now. You survived Mr Englishman. By the skin of your very excellent teeth.’

      John noticed the bandage on his wrist. ‘Bitten?’

      ‘Enough to make you a little sick. Clever using a bandage to hold up the passage of the venom.’

      He sat up and the Arab handed him a pitcher. John drank greedily, water spilling down his chin. ‘I don’t understand?’ he said, clumsily. ‘What happened?’

      ‘From the moment I received your first communication, as I told you, I had a strong feeling, Mr John. And with you, I was right. Others have not been so fortunate.’

      ‘Others?’

      ‘Yes, others — that have come in search of the same truth as you. Others who have heard mention of the stories.’

      ‘You’re telling me people died in there.’

      ‘Indeed. Over time, many have entered. All have vanished without a trace. You are the first to make it out.’

      John adjusted his frame into a sitting position and rubbed his eyes. ‘I only came to find out about the parchments. There was a mention of this place, Havilah. I didn’t know I was in grave danger of losing my life.’

      Ahmed chuckled. ‘It is a great and most important sign. And now, my friend, you are, safe.’

      John sipped the water again. ‘The strange thing is, it felt as if I needed to discover here. I’ve had the same feeling since I was a teenager. Something brewing in me,’ he pointed at his chest. ‘You ever get that?’

      Ahmed’s dark eyes shone. His old bony hands clasped together. He looked genuinely happy to see the young fellow alive. ‘Sometimes there is an energy that will not leave us alone. I suppose it depends what you wish to do; ignore it or follow it. These, my friend, are your dreams.’

      ‘What was that place, Ahmed? You’re not going to make me go there again, are you?’

      Ahmed beamed. ‘In determining what it was, well, that is what you will have to decide, Mr John. It is a special place. The cavern only has meaning to those who seek a meaning in it. You understand?’

      John shook his head. ‘Most of it made little sense. It was as if someone had thrown me into a puzzle. The symbols…’

      ‘Ah, yes. An important observation,’ Ahmed moved closer and dropped his voice. ‘Trust what you experienced. It is an echo from the past to the future. A time is coming of which you play a part.’

      ‘My dear Ahmed, you do talk in riddles, don’t you? You’d get on with my uncle, Old Man Wood. He talks nonsense, too.’

      ‘This friend?’ Ahmed enquired, his face breaking into lines of enquiry. ‘Why have you never mentioned him before?’

      ‘You never asked, and I didn’t think he was worth it. He’s like a hermit, I suppose. Comes and goes although he has a room in our house. Always has done.’

      ‘He is ancient, like the trees, yes?’

      John smiled. ‘That is an excellent way of describing him, Ahmed. His skin is like bark, and he’s as old as the hills as far as I can tell. Nobody knows. To be honest, he’s a bit of a curiosity.’

      Ahmed’s eyes were blazing. ‘Then, in all the stars, it is true.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘That you are here! My word, this is important. A time of change is coming.’ Ahmed suddenly looked agitated. ‘You have two sisters?’

      John gave Ahmed a quizzical look. ‘Me? No. I’m an only child. Why, is this relevant?’

      Ahmed paced the room murmuring as he went, deep in thought.

      ‘Ahmed, what’s wrong?’

      After a short while, Ahmed stopped and returned to the bed. ‘No, there is nothing wrong. Nature is never mistaken. The infinite knows, it always knows.’

      ‘I’m beginning to wonder which of us got bitten. Are you sure everything is OK?’

      ‘Your old man friend,’ Ahmed said, looking over his shoulder.

      ‘Old Man Wood.’

      ‘Yes. He is powerful, right?’

      ‘No, not really,’ John said, taken aback. ‘I suppose if you mean is he strong, well, yes. He’s a big fellow, but otherwise, he’s a soft as putty and extremely eccentric. He spends a great deal of time talking to trees, growing outrageous vegetables and blending delicious apple juice from his orchard.’

      ‘You say he has a room. All of you are in the same place?’

      ‘Yes, the family have lived in Eden Cottage for generations?’

      Ahmed’s chin hit the floor. ‘Say that name again.’

      John repeated it. ‘Eden Cottage,’ he said. ‘It’s on the letters I sent you.’

      ‘Oh, my stars. I completely missed it,‘ Ahmed cried waving his arms in the air. ‘Oh my. Then truly, it is finally within touching distance.’

      ‘Ahmed, please enlighten me. I don’t know what on Earth you’re babbling on about.’

      Ahmed leaned in close again, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘One day soon a time of major change will fall upon our Earth, Mr John. It is a great test. That is all you need to know. In the meantime, you must promise me you will do these things.’

      ‘What kind of things?’

      Ahmed’s face lit up, and he clapped his hands. ‘Marry well, Mr John. You will know who it is because your heart will tell you.’

      ‘Well, I’ll try,’ de Lowe said, increasingly flummoxed by Ahmed’s words.

      ‘But that is not all. Then, my friend, you must promise me that Mrs John will bear many children.’

      ‘I’m sure we’ll give it our best shot—’

      ‘And, do not breathe a word of this to any person, including your wife. Only when she is with a child, can you tell her. It will be too dangerous otherwise.’

      ‘Dangerous?’

      ‘Trust me. The child will create an unbreakable bond between you. There are great forces at work, and this knowledge in the wrong hands will be catastrophic. Do you understand?’

      John stared back open-mouthed.

      ‘Be sure of this one thing. Make sure your old man wood friend is there to deliver the children. Understand? Promise me he does this one small thing.’

      The young man fanned his face, his body heating. ‘Why?’

      ‘What you have seen is not for you. If the energies of the universe are correct, the fate of the prophecy is for your children. They will be the ones that determine the destiny of humankind.’
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       ‘You need to open up, John. It’s as if there’s something you can’t — or worse — won’t tell me. A secret you won’t let me in on, and I can’t stand it anymore.’

      John was standing atop a ladder holding a long wooden beam. Charlotte stood below holding it steady. It wasn’t, she later admitted, the best time and place to start an argument.

      Old Man Wood, an elderly, though agile old man—who lived in a curious wood-panelled room in the house, hardly knew where to look. He held the other end. ‘Can I help,’ he muttered.

      ‘No!’ they both replied.

      The old man kept his head bowed.

      ‘Every time we talk about moving out of this godforsaken area, you go all silent and sulk, John. Why? Why don’t you tell me what’s eating away at you?’

      ‘I can’t…until I’m certain. Totally sure.’

      She stared up at him icily. ‘So, now you’re not sure?’

      ‘That’s not what I meant. I’m not sure I’m sure about something—’

      ‘That doesn’t even make sense.’

      ‘Well, it would do if you listened for a change.’ He gritted his teeth and tried to drop the beam into place again.

      ‘I will not marry you if you’re going to be “unsure” John de Lowe,’ she raged. ‘And I’m certainly not marrying you for your money, or anything else for that matter.’

      ‘Then why are you still hanging around,’ he spat back.

      ‘I’m marrying you because, deep down I know—and you know—that us being together is perfect.’

      ‘You do?’

      ‘Yes. So, why don’t you let me in on this big secret?’

      ‘I just can’t, not yet.’ He was dying to tell her, more than anything else.

      They locked eyes for a moment.

      ‘Fine,’ she roared, ‘Actually, I’ve got a mind to call the engagement off. None of my family will come, anyway.’

      ‘Don’t do that, Charlie,’ he said, calling her by her nickname. ‘You know they have reasons. It wasn’t me who scared them off last time.’

      ‘You’ve got a nerve!’ she roared. ‘Not scared off! You terrified them. That’s a bloody cheek dredging that up. It was your idea to have a party here with those so-called archaeologist buddies of yours from University. I told you not to invite them.’ She shrieked. ‘Bringing skeletons and dead things into the house—’

      ‘Some of them were your friends, too,’ he muttered.

      ‘You’ve dragged me from my happy home, my friends in London, my career, which was infinitely more established than yours, to this,’ she looked around at the building site ‘… this…this bloody freezing cold, mess.’

      ‘It’s our home,’ he said, trying his hardest to keep calm while attempting to slot the beam into the brace brackets. ‘You haven’t even given it a chance. I’m building this kitchen extension for us, for our future,’ he added, straining at the weight.

      ‘Oh, right,’ she continued. ‘Great future for me out here in the middle of nowhere. What a happy life I’m going to have. You haven’t considered that for one minute, have you?’

      He’d been dreading this conversation. ‘I know it’s difficult for you to get your head around, but this house, the ruin, these hills have been in the family for a long time. I will not let go of it, not now and not ever. How many times have we discussed this?’

      ‘But at what cost? Us?’

      ‘Get this. I will not leave here!’ he roared. ‘If you don’t get that, run back to your townie friends, why don’t you?’

      They stared at one another, their anger like razor wires.

      ‘Maybe, I damn well will,’ she said. She slapped the ladder in frustration.

      The ladder wobbled.

      ‘Don’t do that, love.’

      ‘I really don’t care about you and this extension.’

      ‘Yes, you do,’ he said, his voice straining. ‘Look, honey, one minute you’re fine with everything, the next, it’s as if you’ve come straight from a horror movie. What’s going on?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said, her face dropping, tears streaming down her cheeks. She wiped her face. As she did, the ladder tilted from one leg to the next.

      ‘Nooo.’

      ‘Oh my God!’ she said, placing her hands back and trying to steady it.

      ‘Hold it…!’

      ‘I am!’

      The beam went first.

      Following quickly behind, almost in slow motion, the ladder toppled to the floor.

      A dreadful cracking sound that echoed around the half-built extension followed, the sound of lumber and scaffolding tumbling into a pile in the floor

      ‘John!’ Charlotte cried. ‘My God, John. Are you all right?’ she cried, looking into the ensuing dust cloud. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it.’
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      ‘I’m bored,’ John said, flinging the Yorkshire Life magazine to the end of the hospital bed.

      ‘Home update,’ she said, jollity in her voice. ‘Old Man Wood is getting on famously in the kitchen. Turns out, he’s a natural joiner, builder, whatever the term is, unlike someone else I know. He seems to know exactly what he’s doing.’

      She smiled as he sneered back at her playfully. ‘And blimey he’s strong—considering his age.’ She stood and helped herself to an apple in the fruit bowl, which the old man had left the previous day.

      ‘Do you have any idea how old is he?’ she said, airily, sitting down beside him. ‘Wasn’t he here before your parents?’

      John grabbed her hand and held it tight. ‘He’s ancient. That’s as much as he ever divulges to anyone. His youth probably stems from all those apples he eats.’

      Her eyes smiled warmly. ‘I had a word with the doctor on the way in. You want the good news?’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘You’re out at the end of the week. Three more days. Think you’ll be able to manage?’

      ‘Hardly. Lying in a hospital bed isn‘t in my DNA. I’ve been ready to leave for two weeks.’

      ‘You’re being kept in for precautionary measures,’ she said. ‘Head injuries require time. And it’s the best way of stopping you from doing any further building work.’

      ‘You don’t appreciate my labour.’

      ‘I do. It’s just that I’m not sure you’re not really made for it, are you, darling? I’d stick to finding caves and dead things if I were you. Anyway, the ribs of the extension are nearly up. We’re now one short, but Old Man Wood doesn’t seem to think it’ll be a problem.’

      ‘Yes, it will.’

      ‘Actually, I think Old Man Wood has overcome the gap quite beautifully. You‘ll be rather amazed.’

      ‘Sounds like you’re getting on pretty well with the old fella.’

      ‘Absolutely! He’s lovely odd-bod. Not a bad bone in his body. The strange way he sings, the way he looks after the cattle and…you. The funny meals he produces from things you’d never even think of which are delicious. If you weren’t around, I’d seriously consider him as an alternative!’

      ‘Yeah, right!’ he said.

      ‘Now that the weather’s improved, I’ve been walking with him. He tells me stories as we go. Peculiar ones most of the time, but utterly charming and full of little details about the ruin, snippets about the moors and Upsall and the farmhouse and the forests. Contrary to my previous rantings, I think I’m falling in love with the place.’

      John levered himself into a sitting position. ‘Well, there’s a change of heart if ever I heard.’

      She smiled. ‘The funny thing is, now I’ve explored Eden Cottage on my own, it’s full of remarkable features. Have you seen the old man’s bed?’

      ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘We used to make up stories with all the carvings on it. Brilliant isn’t it?’

      ‘I’ve never known anything like it. You know what, I think I‘ll find out more about the house and Upsall. I expect there’s quite a history here. Maybe I’ll write a thesis on it, or something similar.’

      She kissed him again. ‘Now, all I need is my clever man to come home.’

      He pulled her closer and kissed her tenderly. ‘I’ve been thinking.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘On the way back, let’s get married. Just the two of us, no other guests. We can do it at the registry office in Northallerton.’

      Her eyes sparkled. ‘Oh, you old romantic,’ she said. ‘I do love you, John de Lowe,’ she said as she kissed him again, then pulled away warily. ‘You‘re not still suffering from your injury are you? You are serious?’

      ‘Absolutely. Never more so.’

      ‘Then… I accept!’ she declared, her face radiant. She thought for a minute. ‘Old Man Wood, or that nice headmaster at the school can be our witness, and I’ll ask my new friend Sara Lowden to be my maid of honour. How about it?’

      He smiled. ‘Sounds perfect. One thing though; you must promise never to try to kill me again and give me many children.’

      She laughed. ‘I swear, on my life. No killing, ever. Not sure about the other bit. Till death do us part, John de Lowe.’
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      Sixteen Years Before The Storm

      She listened in the darkness, the still, warm night stressing every sound.

      As before, he woke with a start, sweat dripping off him.

      ‘John. John. Hey—are you all right?’

      He flicked on the light and sat up rubbing his face. Conscious of her scared eyes, he leaned over and hugged her. ‘Was I doing it again? I’m sorry.’

      She stroked his cheek. ‘Yes, my love. More about this place called Havilah and a chamber and the three skeletons. It’s the third night in a row.’

      He shook his head and turned away.

      She persisted. ‘I’m here for you, you know. Something happened to you there, didn’t it? What was it? Why don’t you tell me?’

      He wiped his brow and looked away. ‘I swore not to, until a certain time. It’s complicated.’

      ‘But we’re together now. We’ve made our vows. You should open up, because this secret is like a cancer, slowly consuming you.’

      He shook his head. ‘Thing is, I made a promise. I can’t—.’

      ‘I won’t argue with you or ask any more questions, but I’m ready to listen whenever you feel the time is right.’ A pang of irritation filled her voice. ‘But you know something, I need my sleep too, now, more than ever.’

      He searched her face. ‘Okay. I promise.’

      ‘You sleep-talk about a promise,’ she said, ‘powers, chambers, hocus-pocus.’

      The memories of his bizarre trip and Ahmed and the chamber seemed as fresh to him as if it had happened yesterday.

      Suddenly, she groaned and held her stomach.

      ‘Charlotte? What is it?’

      ‘Cramps.’

      ‘Bad?’

      ‘Sharp pains here in my tummy, that’s all.’

      He swept his hair back. ‘Cramp?’ he said. ‘You haven’t gone overboard on those little apples Old Man Wood brought in the other day?’

      ‘No,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’ve been wanting to let you know for ages. I’m pregnant, John. We’re going to have a child.’

      John’s young face stared in disbelief, then melted into adoration. ‘You’re…we’re having a baby. Are you certain?

      ‘Yes, of course I am. I didn’t know how to say it. You’ve been so edgy recently—’

      ‘How long have you known?’

      ‘For a while. A week, a little more.’

      ‘A week! Oh, my word,’ he said, and mockingly smacked his head with his hand. ‘It makes perfect sense.’ He laughed joyously. ‘Why didn’t you mention it sooner?’

      ‘Because I’ve been worried about you. I didn’t know how you’d take it.’

      ‘Seriously! Oh my dear. This is wonderful, the best news ever…’

      He kissed her and put an ear to her tummy, listening.

      ‘Listen, silly. You won’t hear anything yet.’

      John bounced off the bed and rushed out of the room, his feet flying down the stairs.

      Charlotte didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He returned a short while later, with two mugs of herbal tea and a rolled-up parchment under his arm.

      ‘I thought you’d run off.’ 

      ‘Never. Ever,’ he answered, his hand on her belly. He could barely contain himself. ‘This news changes everything.’

      The confusion on her face said it all.

      ‘I will be a dad. Hah!’ he laughed joyously.

      ‘You softy.’

      ‘It’s time for me to explain everything,’ he said. ‘No wonder I’ve been dreaming.’

      ‘Is this something to do with the promise, your secret?’

      ‘Yes, it is,’ he said, bluntly. ‘Oh, my love, I wanted to tell you from the first day we met. But I couldn’t risk it, no matter how dumb that sounds.’

      Her blue eyes flashed a moment of hurt. ‘Well, thanks for the vote of confidence.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but I made a solemn promise. And I had to be sure; this child is just the start.’ He placed the tea by her bedside and handed her the parchment. ‘This is what I have kept from you.’

      She ran her fingers over the vellum. ‘It’s old,’ she said. ‘Have you had it dated?’

      ‘No. You’re the only person, apart from me, who’s ever seen it.’

      ‘Not even Old Man Wood?’

      ‘No. At least I don’t think so. I’m not sure he’d know what it was.’

      ‘But you two are as thick as thieves. Where’s it from?’

      He plumped up a pillow and leaned back. ‘A long time ago, before we met, I was cleaning out the sump in the cellar. It’s the one next to the room no-one knows how to get into. I took it on myself to re-lay some of the brickwork and stumbled upon a chest about a foot beneath the surface. I dug it out and discovered a few strange things which I’ll show you later. Inside, I noticed this small scroll.’

      ‘Wow,’ she said, as she rolled it out. ‘It’s beautiful, amazing. Why didn’t you take it to the museum? It’s probably worth a small fortune.’

       ‘I think it’s worth more than that. Notice the scroll pattern, here. Remind you anything?’

      ‘The pagan tree of life motif? I’ve seen it around,’ she said. ‘Spotted a couple of these while researching the cottage and Upsall.’

      ‘Yes, exactly. They seem to crop up here and there—if you know where to look. These are the markings that led me on my journey—’

      ‘The one you never talk about?’

      He exhaled. ‘Yes, but now, that’s all about to change.’ He leaned down and planted a kiss on her tummy. ‘Please understand, but from the moment I found this I knew I had to search for its true meaning.’

      ‘How did you translate it?’

      He grinned. ‘I spent most of a long summer holiday sending letters off to different ancient language specialists through a contact of my father at the British Museum. I enclosed snippets I’d copied off the parchment—telling them I was PhD student. To my amazement nearly all responded with translations. Only two of them ever asked where it was from. I wrote back and told them it was from a rock engraving near Abu Simul in Egypt. That’s why I didn’t report it, I suppose.’

      ‘It’s been a true labour of love hasn’t it?’

      ‘I can’t even begin to tell you what a great burden this has been, bottling it up from you all this time.’

      Charlotte studied it further admiring the delicate patterns and the neat script. ‘So, is this Havilah place you keep mumbling about, connected?’

      He nodded. ‘After university, I went to Havilah, for two weeks. It’s a godforsaken hellhole in the middle of a desert with nothing but rock, sand, flies and snakes.’

      ‘What on earth made you do that?’

      ‘The parchment tells of a place called Havilah and the only place on Earth where Havilah exists is there. I corresponded with, and then met a man named Ahmed. He taught me about its true meaning.’

      She traced her fingers over the emblem. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘It’s a prophecy.’

      She pulled a face. ‘You’re kidding me. A prophecy? That’s the stuff of legend, John, mostly invented by filmmakers and fiction writers. Seriously, prophecies don’t exist outside of Hollywood.’

      ‘Do I look like I’m joking?’ he said, annoyed that he’d blustered so fast into mentioning the prophecy. ‘Why would I have hidden this from you all this while?’

      She eyed him for a moment. ‘Okay. Carry on. Tell me, what happened with Ahmed.’

      ‘A revelation. A kind of test.’ 

      ‘What, like Maths or Biology?’ she joked.

      ‘Hilarious, but no. Put it this way, I survived the test and I’m the only one who ever has. I didn’t know it at the time, but this is big. Super-big. A handful of people who bear the same mark as this emblem have passed this secret down for generations. Ahmed reckons that it’ll be our children who decide how it ends. That’s why he made me swear until you were with child.’

      ‘Our kids? Blimey John! Now you’re spooking me.’

      John reached over to turn off his light. ‘You know what, I‘ll fill you in tomorrow when you two have had a proper sleep. If it’s of any interest though, I don’t have the faintest idea of what’s going to happen in this prophecy, but I intend to find out. If you feel strong enough, I‘ll explain everything in the morning.’

      She placed her mug on the side table and sank back of the pillows. ‘Is this connected with the old man?’

      ‘Old Man Wood?’

      ‘Who else?’ she said. ‘Yes, our very own, Old Man Wood.’

      For a moment silence filled the room as John contemplated his answer. ‘Ahmed seemed positively excited when I told him about the old boy. So, maybe it is. By the way,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek, ‘this one’s a girl.’

      She hit him playfully on the arm. ‘Actually, I think it’s a boy even though Sara’s convinced I’m hiding a set of twins.’

      ‘Twins! Fat chance! There aren’t twins in either of our families,’ he smiled. ‘Trust me, it’s a girl.’

      ‘Well, hang on Mr Know-it-all. This one! What on earth makes you think I’m going to have any more?’

      ‘Ahmed told me,’ He yawned. ‘Besides, the cave showed me there would be three. So, like it or not, we’re going to have three.’
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      Fourteen Years Before The Storm

       

      ‘He often goes out on his own, for ages—always has, always will. Dad told me that once he reappeared after years of wandering about, and went straight to bed and slept for three days solid. Old Man Wood didn’t seem to think it was unusual. Nor did they.’

      ‘But why now? Why would he scarper when we could really do with him here to help with the twins? I mean you’re heading off again into the middle east somewhere—probably another war zone—leaving me stuck here on my own heavily pregnant.’

      ‘You know I’ve got to go—’

      ‘Thanks a bunch. You don’t have to do anything.’

      ‘I’m only going for two weeks, and you’re not due for three. We’ve already discussed it. These caves have the emblem. Ahmed’s son faxed me a sketch and added a coded warning that it might be a target for a radical terror group who’ve been sniffing around, he said, trying hard to be upbeat. ‘It’s important we know where these places are, for our protection.’

      ‘It means you’ll definitely get shot at, again. What do you expect me to be? Happy?’

      ‘Look, when Old Man Wood gets home, as I’m sure he will in the next day or so, he’ll help you. You’ve got Sara here pretty much all the time?’

      Charlotte cupped her large tummy and fell back into Old Man Wood’s armchair. ‘My love, Sara’s got problems of her own with her lousy man. He’s threatening to run off, permanently.’

      John didn’t know. ‘Oh dear, I’m sorry to hear that. But she’s great with the twins, right?’

      ‘Yes. Especially with sweet little Sue, who utterly adores her. Thing is, her husband thinks she’s spending too much time here with us. He thinks we’re odd hermits—gypsy types—and therefore dangerous.’

      John laughed and raised an eyebrow. ‘Us…dangerous?’ he repeated.

      ‘Actually,’ Charlotte said, her expression turning serious. ‘There’s another reason.’

      Her tone of voice informed him he should sit down. ‘It‘s not bad news isn’t it?’

      ‘For some time, John, Sara has suspected that she can’t have kids. She’s barren.’

      ‘Barren?’

      ‘Yes, my love. It means she has no eggs. She’ll never bear children.’

      ‘Ah,’ John blustered, ‘I see. Oh dear, what a bitter blow. I’m not sure I know what to say.’

      ‘Don’t say anything, but I’ll tell her I’ve told you. She won’t mind.’ Charlotte sighed. ‘Thing is, it’s the final straw. Apparently, the prospect of having children was holding their sham of a marriage together.’

      ‘Sounds as if she‘s better off without him,’ he muttered. ’Tell her that she’s welcome here anytime.’

      ‘I, on the other hand, am much better off with you.’ Charlotte said, holding her arms aloft. ‘Come over here and give me a big hug.’

      John clambered over.

      ‘Don’t even consider not returning, John de Lowe. You must go, but on the condition you’re here for the birth of this great lump inside here. Understand?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ he replied. ‘Please don’t worry. I’m sure Old Man Wood will be back soon, besides, Ahmed and his son will look after me perfectly. They always do.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          8 OLD MAN WOOD

        

      

    

    
      A brisk wind brushed over him as he prepared the last parts of his new makeshift camp; sticks pushed together in a wigwam effect. His head had repeatedly been showing funny images to him of late. Nightmares, that, he reckoned, harked back to a past, a time he’d all but forgotten. Now his dreams appeared sporadically, like demons, to haunt him.

      His fire lit, he made a simple broth from roots and plants he’d foraged as he went. He warmed his hands on the dancing yellow flickers, a sense of peace filling him.

      The sharp, steep edges of the cliffs that rose above him offered meagre protection from the elements. Only twice had he noticed the headlights of a car way above, driving the empty roads on top of the moors. And this was the only connection with civilisation he’d had.

      Here in the forest, no one would bother him, not at this time of year. He could stare up at the dark sky and look into the stars. A long while ago, he had known what lay behind each star-cluster, each planet, each sun. As he marvelled at the night sky, he realised how these pinpricks of light had once created a deep yearning in his frame. Now they offered only comfort and a sense of being.

      He’d needed a break from the recent introductions to the household.

      ‘Babes!’ Old Man Wood guffawed, before chuckling to himself. He wondered if he should make up a song about them.

      A tune popped into his head, and he began:

       

      ‘Howling, crying, a terrible smell,

      ‘Chirping, burping, knowing that they’re well.

      ’Crawling, falling, food everywhere,

      ‘My two little babes with their fine young hair.’

       

      ‘Teething, squealing, pulling silly faces,’

      ‘Gurgling, snuggling, playing with my laces,

      ‘Squeaking, dribbling, pudgy like cheeks,

      ‘The two little babes that I haven’t seen for weeks.’

       

      Old Man Wood clapped his hands. Ha. Marvel-wondrous.

      Goodness, had he been away for that long, already? Maybe he should think about heading back and seeing how Charlotte was getting along.

      He sipped on a strong concoction of rum he’d brought in a hip flask. Tomorrow, he thought, he’d head home refreshed and ready for the next chapter of life at Eden Cottage.

      Life had become a little more interesting of late. He smiled, his mood now significantly buoyed by his song, so he hummed it again and drifted off to sleep.
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       ‘You don’t have to do this,’ the woman said. She had a flat face with fair skin and piercing blue eyes. Her thick red hair hung down to her shoulders, her fringe cut neatly above her eyebrows.

      ‘Yes, I do,’ the man, her husband, said. ‘We haven’t been out for ages and, besides, you’ve barely stepped out since the boy’s birth. Listen, you know the money I received from my Aunt. Well, I’d like to show you something.’

      The tone suggested it was a surprise and Mrs Kemp knew this because she rarely ever got any.

      ‘Come here.’ He covered her eyes with a cloth and guided her to the door. He opened it and helped her as she stepped onto the driveway. ‘Now, look.’

      In front of her was a beautiful MG Midget sports car in dark green, with a cream-coloured trim. The hood was already down.

      ‘For me?’ she gasped, her hand rushing to her mouth.

      He tossed her a set of keys. ‘Go on.’

      She rushed over and hugged him. ‘How did you know?’

      ‘Your father told me before he passed. He said the one thing you’d always wanted was a sports car. So, here you are. I think he rather regretted not getting it for you himself.’

      A warm smile filled her face. She dabbed at a tear in her eye.

      ‘I don’t deserve this,’ she said.

      ‘Yes, you do. I know the last few months have been tricky for you. We’ve moved such a long way, and you’ve never complained, never got in my way. It’s the least I could do.’

      ‘But it must have cost a fortune,’ she said, a frown filling her face. ‘And we need the money. We have our boy to think about.’

      ‘I’ve got news on that front. Been saving it for a special occasion.’ He could hardly contain himself.

      ‘You are full of surprises tonight. Next, you’ll be telling me you won the pools?’

      ‘We’ve got Auntie to thank. She may have lived like a pauper, but it turns out she was sitting on a chest of gold. And since she was alone in the world, there was no one else to give it to. She even made a provision for our boy in one of those fancy trusts. For the first moment in our lives, we have nothing to worry about.’

      He smiled and entwined his arm with hers. ‘I think you should consider opening a café. You’ve always wanted to, and I’ve never seen such passion in the kitchen. Anyway, that’s a conversation for another time. Come on. It’s a cracking evening - where would you like to go?’

      ‘Now?’

      ‘Yes, now, you pillock,’ he said, affectionately.

      ‘Let’s explore.’

      ‘Yeah. Why not?’

      He opened the door for Mrs Kemp, and she jumped in running her hands over the steering wheel and inspecting the console as if she were a child once more. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘My dad would love to have seen this. Truly.’

      He grinned. ‘Now come on, pet, where do you fancy going?’

       ‘It’s a fair distance,’ she said, leaning into him, ‘but I’ve always wanted to go up into the Yorkshire Moors and see the heather and the views over the Vale of York.’

      ‘Then consider it done. A lad from work reckons there’s a pub worth visiting round there. It’s called the Hare and Hart. It’s further round, but what say we take our chances.’

      She pulled the choke and turned the key. The throaty engine purred into life.

      He handed her a cap, donning one himself.

      ‘Well, missus,’ he said. ‘You only live once. Let’s see what this baby can do, eh?’
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      The morning chill woke Old Man Wood.

      He looked around at the trees and branches and rocks that rose around him and smiled. No bed today, but he’d be back in his big comfortable bed tomorrow or the next day if he cared. He had a mind to stay away for a few months but, deep down, he knew they needed his help.

      He rambled on, keeping to the tree line below the high cliff-face for a mile, humming his new song to himself and occasionally spotting birds and whistling to them, listening to their calls and replying. Often, several would follow for some time, the birds getting braver and braver until they would sit on his shoulders or perch on his hat.

      And then he’d laugh, his booming voice rolling into the vast valley beneath him, momentarily scaring them off.

      Old Man Wood noticed a fox. But the fox did not sly away as foxes do. It stopped a little distant from him and sat down. When it knew Old Man Wood was looking at him, it ran away a short distance, and stopped again, coming closer if the Old Man didn’t follow.

      Intrigued, Old Man Wood went after the animal, wondering where the fox was leading him.

      As he turned the next corner, the vast forest stretched out in front of him under the mahogany-coloured cliffs, and he noticed the fox climbing down a sharp incline.

      ‘Now then, Mr Fox,’ Old Man Wood said, ‘I’m an old two-legged man, not a wiry little animal. If you want me to follow, you will have to wait.’

      Several miles later, the fox still leading him, the stillness of the early morning air that had been thick with bird calls, had given way to a strange silence.

      Old Man Wood sniffed. What was the smell? A fire, here? Foresters, felling and burning?

      He sat down by a stream and splashed his face, tasting the clean, fresh water, before cupping his hands and taking a long drink. Looking out over the vale, he noted the distant hills of the Dales neatly flecked with cotton wool clouds. He also knew of how his senses had automatically slipped up to a much higher alert.

      If he hadn’t caught sight of the fox, he would have taken another, more accessible path. But when he noticed two more foxes and, through the trees, the outline of roe deer and their distinctive white tails nearby, he followed them and sensed that they were looking towards three tall larches.

      Moving the foliage of thicker brambles aside, he found a clearing. He made his way in, and, still confused why the animals had led him here, closed his eyes for a nap.

      A woodpecker hammering at branch nearby disturbed his short rest. The bird flew off as he sat up and looked around. Then, conscious that a line of noisy starlings was watching him, he got up and edged around the clearing. A little while later, he noticed an object on the floor reflecting light. On closer inspection, he realised it was a shoe.

      He picked it up and examined it. ‘Most strange,’ he murmured. ‘A lady’s shoe, all the way out here! What in the apples next?’

      It spurred him to investigate further. And, while peering around the bushy-green skirt of the larch, he saw something he couldn’t quite believe.

      As he approached, the old man felt his heart race.

      A body!

      But how? How in all the apples had a body arrived here, he wondered, in this most inhospitable of places?

      Murdered and dumped?

      This logic failed when he considered that, as far as he could tell, there were no tracks in or out of the clearing. Moving a body this far would have taken considerable effort. Even from a distance, he could tell the person hadn’t dressed for hiking or for camping.

      He knelt beside the figure and gently turned it over.

      A woman’s bloodied, gashed face stared back at him. Red hair, deep bloody lacerations over her face and head, so severely cut that for a moment he wondered if she had tumbled out of an aeroplane and hit the ground head first. It didn’t take him long to work out that her bones, especially in her arms, were not in the right place at all.

      What terrible thing had this young woman been through to deserve such a fate? The funny thing was, her face reminded him of someone from a time a long time ago. Someone kind, someone who he may have spent time with. For a tiny moment, he recognised a tug at his heart-strings. But it was too late for dwelling on matters of the past, he thought. Too much time had gone by for all that.

      Now, he noticed how her hands had lost skin as if she’d tried to grab onto something. From his standing position, he saw torn clothes. He looked up at the larch that towered above and noticed that several branches hung down. Had she fallen from the top of the cliff and landed in the tree? Had she jumped? What if someone had pushed her out of a plane or a glider?

      His good mood had dissolved to worry. He shook his head and wondered if he should bury the corpse here to prevent it being prayed on by scavengers, or leave it, and report his findings to the authorities the moment he got back to Eden Cottage. But that course of action meant seeing ‘official’ people and Old Man Wood didn’t like to bother ‘official’ people.

      Old Man Wood scratched his chin as he made his mind up; it wouldn’t be right to leave her where she was. He bent on his haunches, pushed one arm under her knees and the other so that it supported her back. With a groan, he stood up.

      Her body flopped in his arms.

      A sense of great pity ran through him, but one thing struck him. The body had not stiffened. So, either the incident had happened recently, and rigor mortis hadn’t set in or…

      Until now, he hadn’t even considered the possibility she might be alive.

      At the stream, he carefully laid her down and checked her pulse, trying to find a part of her that wasn’t lacerated, bruised or grazed.

      A tiny flicker made his heart soar and his eyes bulge.

      ‘Of all the apples in all the world, I do believe you’re still with us,’ he said. ‘Well, blow my apple trees down. Isn’t that remarkable-tastic?’

      He splashed water over her bruised lips and, tearing a strip off his shirt, he dressed her cuts, notably a deep gash along her forehead.

      Then he spoke to her. ‘Oh, my dear. We’ve got a long journey ahead. So, I‘ll sing as we go and you must try with all your spirit to stay with me. Understand? Don’t give up whatever you do.’

      With his heart beating like a drum, he picked her up again and set off as fast as he could in the direction of the cottage.

      Soon a song came to him, and he hummed the tune as he remembered the words.

      

      O great Tripodean, a dream to awaken

      The forces of nature, the birth of creation.

      Three Heirs of Eden with all of their powers

      Will combat the rain, the lightning and showers.

      In open land, on plain or on sea,

      Survive ‘till sunset–when our lives will be free.

       But the Prophecy has started–it’s just the beginning.

      And it never seems to end,

      It never seems to end.
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      A strong wind whistled around the farmhouse. Driving rain from off the flat, rugged moors clattered into the windows.

      Exhausted, water dripping off his face, Old Man Wood burst into the house.

      The night raged, banging the door shut behind him. Puddles formed where he stood.

      The clatter had attracted the attention of Sara who stood at the top of the stairs a torch in her hand.

      ‘Good Lord! Old Man Wood,’ she said. ‘Is that you?’

      He groaned back. ‘Come down, quick.’

      He heard a sigh of relief. ‘You scared the living daylights out of me. What’s going on?’

      She found the dripping old man bent over a woman who lay on the sofa.

      ‘Hallelujah,’ she said, crossing herself. ‘What is it?’

      ‘She’s alive,’ he said, panting for breath. ‘I found her in the forest, by the cliffs,’ he said.

      ‘But that’s miles away?’

      ‘It’s as if she had fallen out of the sky,’ Old Man Wood said as he slipped off his jacket. ‘The only reason she’s alive was because she landed in the skirt of a larch. Though, it, and her are not without damage.’

      Sara looked down at the woman’s face. '‘Bleedin’ heck, Old Man Wood. You’re not wrong there. She’s in a right pickle. She needs a blooming doctor. Was there anyone else?’

      ‘No. Not as far as I was aware,’ he said. ‘Don’t understand it, to be honest. Perhaps someone threw her off the cliff. Stranger things have happened.’

      In no time they’d removed her wet clothes and replaced them with soft, downy blankets.

      Old Man Wood would not leave her side.

      ‘Get yourself warm,’ Sara said, kindly. ‘You look shattered. Can’t have been easy carrying her all this way. I’ll start on her face and work down. I hope you’ve got plenty of bandages.’

      Old Man Wood slipped upstairs to his room and changed. On the way down, he went via the kitchen and poured himself a large glass of his very own apple Rum and fell wearily into his armchair.

      He stared at the woman for a long time, sipping, savouring the sharp, numbing tingle of alcohol on his throat. Once, a long time ago, he was sure he had potions for mending people. He shook his head. Maybe not. Maybe that was another illusion, like the dreams that insisted on creeping into his brain.

      Moving to the sofa, he knelt in front of her and traced around the woman’s lacerated and bruised face. She looked so at peace, and he was glad to see that her face had gained a little more colour. But, why did the face seem so familiar?

      Back in his armchair, Old Man Wood wondered if this strange-looking woman would make it through the night. Her pulse was still timid, her breathing shallow, and it was hard to tell if she was alive at all.

      The fire’s warmth and the mellowing effect of his rum soon had the old man careering off into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Uhhh?’ Old Man Wood groaned as he lifted an eyelid. ‘Whattisit?’ He felt a jabbing in his side.

      ‘Wake up. Wake up,’ Sara cried. ‘For God’s sake, Old Man Wood, you’ve got to wake up…’

      Old Man Wood suddenly remembered. ‘The woman!’ he said, an element of panic in his voice.

      ‘No, no, she’s fine -- exactly as she was.’

      Old Man Wood relaxed.

      ‘It’s Charlotte.’

      ‘Charlotte?’ Old Man Wood said, sleepily. ‘Is she all right?’

      Sara’s eyes were shining. ‘She’s gone into labour? Please, you’ve got to help me.’

      He sat up. ‘Apples-alive! Isn’t it a little early?’

      ‘Only a week, but that’s perfectly normal?’

      ‘Is it? Where’s John?’

      ‘He’s gone on one of his trips again. He’ll be back at the end of next week.’

      ‘Of all the apples in all the worlds. What a to-do!’ he said, standing and narrowly avoiding hitting his head on one of the low beams above.

      Sara tutted. ‘One day you‘ll wallop that beam,’ she said, ‘and you’ll probably bring the house down. Here.’ She handed him a mug of steaming tea. ‘Now, drink up.’

      ‘Thank you, my dear. What would you like me to do?’

      ‘Same as last time. Towels, hot and cold water, that kind of thing. Thank goodness I finally woke you up. You sleep like the dead.’

      He blew on the steaming brew and sipped. ‘Delicious tea.’

      A cry rang out from upstairs.

      ‘Here we go again,’ he said, as he stretched his arms wide, his energy returning.

      ‘Yup, more drama on this stormy night,’ she said. ‘I suppose few grandfathers can boast they’ve delivered all their grandkids, right? Come on, let’s do it.’
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      Sand seemed to get everywhere. Grains in every crease, on his scalp, his eyes and down his nose. Sand and dust filled his airways.

      John buried his head into the cloth and squeezed his eyes tight.

      ‘We must go now, Mr John,’ Ahmed’s son, Moses, yelled above the shrill of the high winds. ‘The storm gives us cover to pass the roadblocks. We will never have a better opportunity.’

      ‘How can you see?’ he shouted back.

      ‘Believe me, Mr John, this is a dusting compared to the sweeping winds we get in Havilah. There, sand pulls you off your feet and removes the skin from your face.’

      ‘What about the search license?’

      ‘It means nothing. There is a group of fanatics who have been onto our work for many generations. They will stop at nothing to try to find the things that you were shown. One of their kind found the same cave as you, Mr John. The difference is, he never came out.’

      Moses tugged on John’s, thick sand-layered robe. ‘Come, this way. We go around, not on the roads.’

      They climbed up and around the rock bank, leading a grey mule laden with tools and provisions. The sandy-coloured terrain blinded him one minute and made him gasp for breath the next. Soon, they were on a narrow, steep pass.

      ‘From now on, we go single file. Do not lose the rope for there is a drop on one side that will lead you directly into heaven or hell. Whichever you prefer. Make sure your footing is firm.’

      Moses swathed his dark, bearded face with a cloth. His large black eyes squinted into the distance. ‘We go. Follow.’

      The group edged around the narrow track cut into the side of the mountain. When they reached the far side, out of the wind, John could see for the first time in ages. Craggy rocks rose sharply on one side. A deep ravine fell away on the other just as Moses had said.

      Soon they stopped and ducked into a shelter carved into the hillside. John drank from his water bottle spitting out sand. ‘Do you know where the tomb is?’

      Moses pulled out an old map. ‘I think that it is here. The main entrance to the main cave is this mark,’ he pointed. ‘They guard it. One of my informers told me they were getting ready to send it back to God.’

      John shot him a confused look.

      ‘They are bringing in explosives.’

      ‘Damned lunatics. And what’s your plan?’ John said, wondering about their own sanity.

      ‘There is an air duct over here. It leads to the back of the cave. We leave the donkey, take our things and crawl, knees and hands.’

      ‘What about guards?’

      ‘It would be a whopping great surprise if there were any. Many years ago, Ahmed made and sold a copy of this map to a rich merchant. That is the map they have.’ He grinned. ‘Their copy failed to include many details…’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Snake pits, air ducts, and a second chamber at the back. The markings suggest that it is sealed. We have to find a way to it. It is the very tricky part.’

      John rubbed his stubble, wishing he’d grown a thicker beard before he’d set off. ‘I take it you’ve got a plan for that?’

      Moses flashed him a look. ‘No, no. We make it up as we go. We will use the knowledge of Ahmed, and our brains, Mr John.’ He continued to study the map, his finger tracing the route. ‘According to the shepherds who wander these parts, there is a large block of stone, a shade different. It is this mark here.’

      ‘That’s the entry point to the duct?’

      ‘This is the mountain we have now passed.’ Moses replied, looking up and staring into the distance. ‘We go to that great rock over there.’

      The temperature was falling fast now that the sun had dipped over the horizon.

      ‘Will we make it before nightfall?’

      ‘Whether we are in the ancient temple before then, who knows.’ Moses said, his white teeth flashing. He sniffed the air. ‘Trust me. It is a good time to search. They will not look around while the wind rages. And besides, who would be stupid enough to go clambering around a dangerous mountain in these circumstances.’ His smile widened, and he slapped John on the shoulder. ‘Only super-crazy English people, huh?’

      Soon, as the last rays of sun slipped away, Moses and John garnered their strength once more. Pushing hard on a long metal bar, they slowly levered another rock out of the way.

      They sat back holding their sides. ‘These things are never easy, hey, Mr John. Ah, but look.’

      He fell onto his knees and brushed. ‘Ha-ha. It is the entrance,’ he said, looking down a dark hole. ‘It must be.’ He pulled a face. ‘The air is stale like old carpets. Are you ready for some crawling?’

      ‘I guess we have little choice,’ John replied. ‘But I’m not sure I like the look of this.’

      ‘What is there not to like?’ Moses beamed. ‘We have found the passage which I never thought possible. Now, on this beautiful night, we may learn what events will befall your children, Mr John. These things are for you to learn, my friend. They will set you and your family on an unalterable path.’

      The nimble-footed Moses skipped around the donkey pulling off equipment.

      ‘Your camera. You must record the main chamber. Not the second one, you understand. The second one is the chamber that holds the true secrets. You must remember it in your mind.’

      ‘How will we know the difference between the first chamber and the second chamber?’

      ‘Simple. If you are the father of the three Heirs, you will know.’

      John looked troubled.

      ‘Worry not, Mr John. Look!’ he held up a small notebook.

      John instantly recognised the neat, tidy handwriting as Ahmed’s.

      Moses flicked through the pages. ‘Aha. Let me read this to you. It is the guide:’

       

      ‘Searcher of the truth,’ he began. ‘And that is, of course, you, Mr John.’

      ‘The bearer of the seed, of the three that make the one, and that is, of course, your children.

      ‘Only will this open, when the deed of birth is done.’

      ‘Press a hand upon another–push gently on the door. And that’s how you get in.

      ‘Search into the water, let it steam and let it soar,

      ‘And show you all you need to know and what you came here for.’

       

      ‘Quite straightforward, I’m telling you, Mr John,’ Moses said, confidently.

      ‘Sounds barmy,’ John said, a shiver running down his spine. The wind whipped around them, and now he was grateful for the thick, long robes. ‘Are you sure we’ve got to do this?’

      ‘You don’t have to do anything, dear Mr John. But in due course a great thing will happen, which nobody has the slightest clue about, right? So, the choice is yours. You have the camera?’

      John padded it.

      ‘Then we go,’ Moses said. ‘How do the English do these things?’ He beamed widely. ‘Guests first, please. Is that right?’

       ‘Thank you, Moses,’ John said, as he crouched down and shone a torch down the passage. ‘Your hospitality is overwhelming.’

      For a tunnel which had been there for such a great time, it was no surprise that the walls were thick with cobwebs. Disturbed spiders scampered out of the way at each lunge John made as he crawled along.

      ‘They didn’t have me in mind when they built this,’ he said, swiping another web out of his way.

      ‘It is a channel for air, Mr John. And you are a big man. What do you expect?’

      As he reached forward, John felt a breath of wind on his chin. He stopped.

      ‘How much longer. It’s as if we’ve been crawling for hours.’

      ‘Can’t be much more, Mr John. I think we’ve been turning a little.’ Moses turned as best he could and shone the torch behind him. ‘I can no longer see where we came in.’

      John lurched forward again, this time his arm came across a smooth stone blocking his path. He reached out pushing to the left and then the right. He swore.

      ‘What have you found there?’

      ‘The tunnel stops. And my arms are about to drop off.’

      ‘The tunnel stops,’ Moses repeated, his voice laced with concern. ‘Maybe, we have the wrong tunnel.’

      ‘Please don’t say that, Moses. Did I tell you, I hate spiders?’ John said, brushing the cobwebs off his face. ‘The only thing I hate more, are rats.’

      Moses laughed. ‘Now is not the time for hating anything. Have you tried pushing this stone?’

      ‘Yes, Moses. And it won’t budge,’ he said, as he pulled himself up on one elbow and leaned into the barrier. ‘Not a jot.’

      They lay still, conscious in the deep silence that their chests were heaving.

      ‘What if I were to push your feet?’ Moses volunteered in hope rather than wishing to do it.

      John levered himself up again and ran his hand over the surface of the stone, looking for a crack, or a knob, something he should pull or push.

      ‘Perhaps we need to go back,’ he said at length. ‘Don’t know about you, but I’m feeling rather claustrophobic. It’s as if someone has buried us alive.’

      As if he’d tempted fate, a cloud of dust followed a rumbling behind them.

      Both buried their heads into their robes and squeezed their eyes shut.

      ‘Mr John,’ Moses spluttered.’ I believe you may have spoken too soon.’

      ‘Perhaps they’ve begun blowing up the cave?’

      ‘That is not possible. I think the tunnel has done this on its own accord.’

      ‘Perhaps we need to go back, Moses. See where this rock fall has happened. Maybe you’ll be able to kick it out of the way. By the way,’ he added as a thought came into his head. ‘Can you remember that riddle, the one in Ahmed’s notebook?’

      ‘I have the book just here. Give me, how do you say, a tick and a too.’ He placed the torch on the ground and reached into the folds of the robe. Then, he re-read the riddle.

      John remained silent. ‘Once more, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘I certainly have nothing better to do right now,’ he said. 

      As he reached the second line, John called out ‘Stop.’

      ‘What is it, Mr John?’

      ‘I believe I know what is wrong, Moses. When it says “Only will this open, when the deed of birth is done,” this is where our problem lies. Oh dear. We have been reckless fools, my friend. Utterly reckless.’

      ‘Oh dear. What in the devil makes you think that?’

      John laughed. ‘When the deed of birth is done!’

      ‘I’m not sure I am following you, Mr John.’

      ‘Dear Moses, old chap. The thing is, my wife, Charlotte, has not, as of this time, had the child. Therefore, if we are to believe the riddle, this cave will not allow us in.’

      ‘Goodness gracious me!’ Moses whispered. ‘Then we are in a pickle. Do you know at what point in time this beautiful event will happen?’

      ‘Can we stay alive for another week?’

      Moses sucked in a breath. ‘One whole week?’

      ‘Probably two.’

      ‘Goodness, Mr John. Now you’re stretching it.’

      Suddenly Moses flapped at his robes. Then he lay still. ‘Oh, dearie, dearie me,’ he said under his breath.

      ‘Anything wrong back there?’

      ‘I am sorry to tell you there is a rat which has crawled up the inside of your garments.’

      The torch flashed from side to side. ‘By all the stars in the sky,’ Moses exclaimed. ‘And there is not just the one.’

      John started frantically dusting and scraping.’

      ‘Mr. John.’

      ‘Yes! What is it now.’

      ‘May I lend you some advice? You will do well to remain perfectly still,’ Moses said, as several vermin crawled over them. ‘Do you understand? Perfectly still.’

      ‘Good Lord, Moses. I can’t. I have a bloody rat in my robes. What the hell do you expect me to do?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          13 DELIVERY

        

      

    

    
      Old Man Wood breathed in bursts in time with Charlotte.

      ‘What… are… you… doing?’ she puffed.

      ‘Doing it with you, feeling it,’ he said, not knowing why. ‘Seems to help me.’

      ‘Help you?’ She cried. She panted hard. ‘Well… that is kind of useful… Ohhhhh, here’s another…’

      This time the old man held his breath and clenched the muscles in his face.

      ‘The contractions are getting closer, Charlie,’ Sara said. ‘Oh, and so are yours,’ she quipped to Old Man Wood. ‘This little blighter doesn’t want to budge yet, does it?’

      The squall coming off the moor had turned into quite a storm. Crackles of lightning flashed overhead. Rumbles of thunder shook the windows.

      Charlotte hadn’t noticed.

      Sara’s face was a picture of worry. She dragged the old man to the side. ‘What if we need to go to the hospital? It’ll be a nightmare,’ she confided. ‘Look, I’ll call the doctor to see if he’ll come.’

      A scream from inside the room made them turn. ‘I’m seriously hoping she‘ll be all right. I don’t fancy going anywhere in this,’ she said, stealing a look at the rain spilling down the windows, ‘You look after her while I use the phone.’

      The cries of the two small children in the room next door alerted her to their needs. ‘I’ll sort those two out while I’m about it,’ she said. ‘Listen, the moment you think Charlotte is close, come and grab me, or yell, understand.’

      In a blink of an eye, the power cut out. Darkness smothered them.

      The old man rubbed his big leathery hands. ‘Change of plan. You keep Charlotte occupied, I won’t be too long.’

      ‘Now where are you going?’

      ‘Lamps. I need to find the lamps. We can’t deliver babies in the dark.’
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        * * *

      

       ‘The line’s dead,’ Sara said, returning into the room where two hurricane lamps now illuminated the room creating deep shadows. ‘I checked the lady on the sofa, Old Man Wood. I’m no doctor, but I wouldn’t guarantee she’ll make it through the night. She’s gone right pale again. Anyway, I gave the babies a quick feed. They’ve settled, for now at least.’

      Old Man Wood smiled. ‘So, we’re on our own.’

      ‘Yes, we are.’ She turned her attention to Charlotte and dabbed her forehead with a soft towel. ‘How are you feeling, love?’

      ‘Ready,’ she groaned, as another contraction seized her. She grabbed the old man’s hand and squeezed it tight, moaning. Her cries mixing with the sounds outside.

      ‘Breathe, Charlotte. Come on!’

      More lightning flickered then flashed, the storm now raging directly above.

      ‘Push!’ Sara yelled. ‘One more time. Come on. You can do it!’

      Sara moved down. ‘The baby’s coming. Come on love, a few more pushes, and we’ll have the little thing out.’

      ‘Little thing!’ she roared. ‘THIS IS NO LITTLE…’

      She squeezed her eyes shut as her nails dug into the old man’s hand.

      Their heartbeats thumped as a tree crashed into the courtyard outside.

      Jane dabbed at the sweat on her head. ‘You can do it, once more time. One more big push.’

      She glanced nervously at Old Man Wood, who, just as before, had a look of amazement etched all over his face. ‘OK. Quick, the checklist. Warm water?’

      ‘Check mate,’ he said, anxiously.

      ‘Towels.’

      ‘Check mate,’ he said, releasing his hand and shaking it out.

      ‘Sterilizing stuff.’

      ‘Check mate, I think.’

      Sara eyed him quizzically. ‘I think you mean…’

      Charlotte screamed as the next contraction built up and crashed through her.

      A thunderbolt spat out of the dark sky smashing onto the outbuildings the other side of the house.

      Sara’s eyes widened. Her hands trembled.

      ‘Come on Charlotte. One last shove. It’s right here. Come on, love. You can do this.’

      A scream coincided with another searing flash of light and a crack that rattled the windows. The wind rushed in and extinguished a candle.

      ‘Good heavens above,’ Sara whispered. ‘Old Man Wood, get down here… yes, to the business end… here,’ she showed with a nod. ‘Quick! Cup the baby’s head and help us draw the child out.’
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      ‘First, we have the spiders, then the rats and those, oh dear, slippery serpents,’ Moses said. ‘I dislike them. And now it threatens us by collapsing. Mr John, how long do you think we have had the pleasure of this humble tunnel?’

      ‘Too damn long. But if you must know, it’s been nearly five hours.’

      ‘May I ask what is going on at your end?’

      John breathed deeply. ‘The rock has cracked, right beneath me. It’s about an inch wide.’

      ‘Can you push it?’

      John levered himself up as far as he could and pushed down. ‘It won’t yield.’

      Another tremor shook the tunnel, flecks of rock falling over them. ‘Mr John, you must try a little harder.’

      ‘What do you think I’m doing?’ John said, through gritted teeth.

      ‘I think that an earthquake is upon us. If you cannot move it, we will be buried.’

      John lay flat for a minute catching his breath. In front of him, he ran a hand over the stone tracing the fissure in the rock, which ran directly underneath him.

      ‘Moses. Is the chamber beneath us?’

      ‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. It is impossible to say.’

      ‘Not helpful,’ he muttered. ‘Moses, another tremble will break it.’ 

      The tunnel shook violently, spraying more debris. Both men covered their head with their hands, their eyes squeezed shut, as if in expectation of being crushed alive.

      Dust filled the enclosed space.

      ‘The rock has separated again, right here,’ John coughed.

      ‘Yes, I can see. It stretches to where I am lying,’ came the reply. ‘Is it narrow enough to squeeze through,’ Moses said, his voice betraying his worry.

      John flicked on his torch. ‘No. It’s still not wide enough.’

      When the dust had settled, the two men lay catching their breath.

      Eventually, Moses spoke. ‘I have a question for you, Mr John.’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘So, I’m thinking about the riddle in Ahmed’s book. If the tremor means that your dear Mrs John has had a child why have we not entered the chamber?’

      A pensive hush descended over them.

      ‘Oh, and if this is the case, may I be the first to congratulate you.’

      The same thought had struck John. Was there a problem? If the lesion in the stone had, somehow, coincided with the birth of a child, but they were still there, was there a problem back home at Eden Cottage? Were Charlotte and the baby in trouble? What if the child was born stillborn?

      The crack, four inches thick ran under both men. Stale air seeped up.

      ‘The rats and the snakes have gone, so that is good news, yes, Mr John?’

      John lay flat, saving his strength. ‘It’s a relief Moses, that’s for sure. Tell me, Moses, how is Ahmed? Is he still with us?’

      Moses lay on his back and looked up at the dark slab of rock above him. ‘I think he is.’

      ‘You think he is? Why so?’

      ‘Ahmed is an old and nomadic man, Mr John. But not in a way you imagine. He goes off from time to time and reappears later, older, but not much older than he was when he left.’ Moses flicked on the torch for a moment. ‘He chose me to look after his secrets and, though there are many, I suspect he keeps most of them close to his chest.’

       ‘He sounds rather like Old Man Wood,’ John replied. ‘No one really knows who he is, either. But he’s been around for ages. My grandparents knew him, and I’m sure their parents knew him too although Grandpa Archie died in the first war.’

      ‘Maybe, Ahmed and Mr Old Wood, they are brothers?’

      Both men laughed, though each one, in the back of their minds would not rule such an event being true.

      ‘Do you know where he is now?’

      ‘He vanished five days before you arrived. Men were watching his every movement. A group of people are after him…’

      ‘Who are they?’

      ‘Religious fanatics. People who know of a tiny part of the Truth.’

      ‘The truth?’

      ‘Yes, Mr John. The same truth you are here to discover. It is the prophecy, passed down from generation to generation among our people. Those who yearn for power and fulfilment and for the answers to the question of life itself have known of its existence, but they do not know the secrets. Ahmed is the keeper of this knowledge. I was born under his roof. He is like a father.’

      ‘And, I take it the prophecy relates to the trial I went through when I met him.’

      ‘Hah! Yes, Mr John, I have heard every little detail. But you see there is one difference.’

      ‘What is that?’

      ‘You passed the test.’

      John rolled over, so he too looked up at the slab of rock an inch or two above him.

      ‘There’s a link, isn’t there, between this symbol and the prophecy and us?’

      Moses smiled. ‘That is why you are here, Mr John. If we ever get out, I believe you will see what lies ahead. That is what Ahmed said. The time of truth is coming.’

      ‘The thing is, Moses, I don’t understand what sort of time you mean?’

      ‘A new time. A test of humans.’

      John pushed the palms of his hands against the roof, glad to stretch them out. ‘A new time, a test? Why do humans need testing?’

      ‘This is the one-hundred-million-year-old question. All I can tell you, Mr John, is that that a lot of time has, how-do-you-say, washed under the bridges. A shift in the world is upon us. The great universal energies have decided to how-do-say, reboot.’

      ‘You know, Moses, you sound rather like Ahmed. You don’t really make a great deal of sense.’

      ‘Mr John, you have had strong feelings about this same thing. You have had dreams, right? You know the emblem?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘Then, you must listen to your dreams. You must pay attention to your feelings. They are telling you what is coming. If you do not believe them then how can you do the right thing?’

      ‘Well, one thing’s for sure, I can’t do the right thing stuck in an ancient air duct,’ he said.

      Deep below, they could feel a tremor shuddering distantly towards them.

      ‘You know, Mr John. I have had a realisation.’

      The thunder deep underground grew louder, shaking them, spilling flecks of rock over their faces. Both men rolled back onto their fronts.

      ‘What realisation?’ he yelled.

      ‘If your dear Mrs John has had a child, that may explain the deep crack. But what if that is not all?’

      ‘Are you’re suggesting Ahmed was wrong?’

      ‘Nature has funny ways of doing things, no?’ Moses shouted.

      ‘What exactly are you saying, Moses?’

      The crack widened, chunks of rock falling on them, the noise like the world splitting in half. ‘I believe your very lovely Mrs John…’

      John and Moses felt themselves falling, screaming as they went, crashing onto a soft, dusty floor, masonry following. Covering their heads, they rolled away to safety.

      As the tremor receded, John dusted himself off and slowly stood up. Feeling light-headed as blood returned to his limbs, he stretched his legs and offered a hand to his friend.

      ‘If I am not mistaken,’ Moses said between gasps, ‘you are now the proud father of not one, but two.’

      ‘Twins?’ he said. ‘Oh, my word. Not again.’
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      Old Man Wood cradled the two tiny sleeping infants wrapped in clean blankets. Tears of relief and emotion rolled down his old cheeks. A sense of energy fizzled between him and them such as he hadn’t felt in years.

      The first child, a little girl, arrived in semi-darkness, and he’d been there. When Charlotte’s contractions returned seven minutes later, and while Sara was feeding the other two downstairs, he’d encouraged her and held her hand, and soon enough a boy found fresh air for the very first time.

      Outside, dramatic lightning bolts boomed and smashed overhead. And when Sara reappeared, the shock on her face at seeing another, was something to behold. Umbilical cords were cut and tied, and the children handed over to their mother for feeding before all three faded with tiredness, and the new-borns were passed over to the old man.

      Sara’s face was a mixture of exhaustion, delight and concern. ‘Their mother is weak but stable. You did ever so well,’ she said, falling into the other armchair. ‘Well, wasn’t that a going on? Looks like someone else has been born again, too.’

      Old Man Wood beamed back. ‘Was she hollering?’

      ‘Funny wasn’t it? At the exact moment this little one appeared,’ Sara said, pointing at the boy, ‘your lady woke up, yelling her bleeding head off.’ She looked towards the sofa where the lady lay, sleeping. ‘Poor thing. I’ve tried spooning her a bit of soup. She took a little, but we must get her patched up as soon as we can. I think there might be problems.’

      Old Man Wood kissed each child on the top of their heads, inhaling their unique, fresh smell.

      ‘You know what,’ he said, ‘I think I have just the thing for her,’ he said. ‘I’ll put these two down in the cot next to Charlotte and do some rummaging in my stores.’

      ‘At this time of night?’ she quizzed. ‘What have you got in mind?’

      ‘Oh. Some apples. Special ones, from one of my little apple trees I’d completely forgotten about. Only bears fruits once in a while. I’ve been saving some for a time like this.’
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      (One Month Later)

       

      ‘Have you read the paper?’ Sara said, her voice brimming with excitement. ‘John’s in it. Look! There’s a picture of him next to a lost tomb or something.’

      Charlotte read the article in silence.

      ‘I picked it up in Upsall,’ Sara continued. ‘Old Man Wood joined me. He’s cutting up those trees lying across the lane. What a mess it. He‘s trying to hack through those trunks with an old bow saw. It’ll take him months, the rate he’s going. I made two calls while I was there. The doctor will come by early next week if the trees have gone by then. He wanted to know how you were getting on, so I told him we were all in good shape. I also told him about the lady. But, to my mind, he didn’t sound that interested, like finding people who drop out of the sky happens every day. And then I rang a tree specialist firm to see if they could help. Nice lad, Jack. He reckoned they’d be able to make it next week.’ She sipped her tea. ‘Old Man Wood carried those shopping bags all the way here. Have to say, all that walking’s exhausted me. Goodness knows how he carried the girl all the way from the cliffs by himself.’ 

      She sat down in a heap by the fire. ‘A double page spread, can you believe it, eh, Charlotte. John’s a right hero. He might even get on the telly.’

      The two sets of twins lay on a thick rug spread over the floor. Occasionally, the elder two would crawl over and poke the tiny babies enquiringly before being removed.

      Charlotte came to the end of the article and put the paper down. ‘His discovery has taken the archaeological world by storm, it appears,’ she said. ‘And now they‘ve asked him to outline exactly what he came across and what the fanatics looked like. Listen to this:

      “On arrival, the authorities were keen to question de Lowe and learn not only of his remarkable tomb find but of the insurgent group who destroyed it shortly after de Lowe had escaped. Fortunately, de Lowe took detailed photographs of everything he could find, recording artefacts never seen before.

      “de Lowe revealed, in an exclusive interview to our reporter, that he and his assistant they made their way out via a long air duct that emerged deep in the mountainside. Then, disguised as goat herders, the two made their long escape through challenging, hostile terrain.”

       Her face dropped. ‘I wish he hadn’t gone. He was damn nearly killed. I wish I could see him here rather than on this.’ She leaned over and rocked a toy old man wood had fashioned that dangled above their heads. ‘He still hasn’t met these two.’

      ‘Oh, he’ll be back soon enough,’ Sara said, as Sue crawled towards her. ‘Sounds like he’ll have quite a story to tell.’ She picked the girl up. ‘You again, gorgeous,’ she said to the child, hoisting her up and rubbing noses. ‘Aren’t you fabulous?’

      Baby Sue reciprocated by gurgling and giving her a huge smile.

      ‘You’ve got a fan there, Sara.’

      ‘Aw. Just look. Gorgeous, isn’t she? Like a little piggy… if you know what I mean?’

      The lady, bedridden up till now in, suddenly appeared at the door.

      Her scars had already healed nicely thanks to a potion Old Man Wood had muddled together containing a mixture of plantain, apple pips and a variety of barks he’d pulped together.

      ‘Oh, hello,’ Charlotte said. ‘How are you feeling, my dear?’

      The lady stood, leaning hard against the door frame, blinking slowly.

      ‘Come and sit down. Would you like a cup of tea?’

      She nodded, her eyes transfixed upon the infants. Charlotte followed her gaze.

      ‘Here. Sit down. Would you like to hold one?’

      Sara flashed Charlotte a look as if to say; I hope you know what you’re doing.

      ‘Carefully does it,’ Charlotte said, as the lady stumbled into an armchair. ‘And watch that arm of yours. Now, how about I pass you… Archie? He can sit on your lap a while. How does that sound?’

      The ladies light blue eyes sparkled.

      ‘Now, here you go, my dear.’

      Carefully, infant Archie nestled into the lady’s bosom. He gurgled and looked up, his arms flapping towards her face.

      The lady with her good hand, touched his cheek, her face trying hard to break into a smile, although the smile seemed to get stuck and her lips fell the wrong way.

      As she stared at the babe nestled in her arms, Charlotte noticed how a solitary tear escaped from her eye and rolled down her cheek.
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      John didn’t knock, just levered the door open and pushed.

      ‘Anyone home?’ he called out, hopefully.

      The house was quiet. He slipped through the hallway, past the living room and into the kitchen.

      The kitchen units were caked by clues of child-rearing. Cloth diapers drying over the range cooker, bibs, baby-grows and little jumpsuits splayed out over the large table.

      Instinctively, he reached into the cupboard for a mug and filled a pot with tea. He made a brew and blowing on the top retreated into the sitting room.

      A while later, he woke as a pair of lips kissed him.

      He opened his eyes. ‘My love,’ he whispered. ‘Oh, my most beautiful girl. I wondered if I would ever see again. Are you, Okay? I’m so sorry, I…’

      ‘Now you’re back, I’m fine.’ she said, smiling. ‘There are few people I think you should meet.’

      ‘Two, right?’ he said, a twinkle in his eye.

      ‘Three.’

      His face dropped, a look of confusion spilling over his handsome features. ‘You had three?’

      She giggled. ‘Stay right where you are. You have some acquainting to do.’

      She rushed up the stairs. Returning, she handed him a tiny baby.

      ‘Meet our rather delicious little girl.’

      The infant, locks of tiny blonde curls and big blue eyes regarded her father and gurgled.

      ‘Because you’re late, I’ve named her, Daisy,’ she said. ‘After my great-grandmother.’

      Moments later, another infant appeared, this one darker, with a mop of thicker, black hair.

      John beamed. ‘Then this one will be Archie, after my great-grandfather,’ he said.

      ‘You said there were three?’

      ‘We do, John. We have a big girl, too. It’s a long story. I’ll be back in just a minute.’

      From outside the room, John heard some shuffling. Charlotte reappeared helping a young woman.

      ‘This is our guest. We haven’t found a name for her yet.’

      John stood up. ‘Hello. How very nice to meet you.’

      ‘Thing is, she finds it hard to speak, so we get grunts and nods and a few points to help us.’ Charlotte said, kindly.

      She told the story of how Old Man Wood had found her literally on death’s door. How Old Man Wood and Sara had brought the children into the world amidst the fury of a storm that exploded above them. How the lady had come back to life at exactly the same time, and how they’d been stuck ever since, trees blocking the track.

      John listened, his eyes growing larger at every sentence.

      When Charlotte had finished, she asked him. ‘How did you know there were two?’

      ‘A riddle. My friend Moses worked it out.’ He smiled. ‘Do you want to hear of my adventures?’

      ‘In good time, my famous archaeological husband,’ she said, the relief of having him home clear to see. ‘We have a tribe to feed first. After a couple of hours in this mad-house, you‘re going to wish you‘d never come home! Welcome to chaos.’
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      John continued his story. ‘In the confines of this awful tunnel, Moses pulled out Ahmed’s notebook and re-read the riddle.

      ‘Only if the children were born would access be granted, it read. Moses reckoned that Daisy‘s birth caused the first fissure, the second by Archie. Less than ten minutes, I reckoned. Does the time lag sound about right?’

      ‘I imagine. You’d have to check with Sara.’

      ‘We photographed everything,’ he went on. ‘Soon, we heard noises. Moses begged me to open the other, secret chamber.’

      ‘There was another? But in the article, the paper only referred to one.’

      ‘Ah, yes. The other was for me to find. I placed my palm on the outline of a picture of a hand, and a slab of stone retracted. The moment we were through, the stone returned to its spot.’

      ‘Like magic?’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, raising his eyebrows. ‘I suppose it was. Or some pretty sophisticated engineering. Inside, lay a pool of water, still and flat like a mirror. Around the sides were images carved into the stone.’

      ‘Did you take any pictures?’

      ‘No, my love. The film was all used up and besides, Moses reckoned that it wasn’t a good idea.’ He grinned. ‘But I sketched what I could.’

      ‘So, what happened?’ she asked, sitting up and sipping her tea.

      ‘The images told of three knights who have to solve a series of riddles. They must not fail - or they die.’

      ‘And do you know who these three knights are?’

      ‘That’s the thing, I’m not sure, not yet. But there is a constant, and it’s the circular image of the tree of life. It was there, all over.’

      Her face fell. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘I’ll tell you later. You know how I spoke about the water?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Well, it turns out it was hot. From the moment we entered, the water steamed.’

      ‘A thermal reaction?’ she said.

      ‘Probably—possibly because of the earthquake. But there’s more. This gets freaky.’ He stopped and cringed, his nose widening.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘It’s pretty odd, hun. You’ve got to believe I’m not making it up, not a single bit.’

      ‘Tell me, John.’

      ‘Right. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ He exhaled, wondering how to make it sound credible. ‘The steam formed into images. The first picture was of three humans, lying down as if they were sleeping…’

      ‘Are you sure you weren’t hallucinating?’

      ‘No, I wasn’t,’ he said firmly. ‘Now, hovering above these sleeping humans, was a wiry spider-thing. And it was, sort of, feeding them?’

      ‘Spider thing… feeding?’

      ‘Yes. I know, I said it was weird.’

      ‘Weird? Totally nuts, if you ask me. Carry on.’

      ‘This massive spider had a gyrating electrical hole in its middle, and it appeared to be giving them something from a long needle at the end of its leg. It did the same thing to each one. And, then the steam billowed again, this time showing something to do with eyes and ears, another with feet and hands and the last one with what I can only think was strength.’

      ‘Wow. You’re right about one thing,’ she said. ‘It is getting weirder. Are you sure you didn’t sniff something on the way in?’

      John shook his head realising it must sound absurd. ‘That’s the least of it. These three have to undergo challenges as though the whole planet depends upon their success…’

      ‘And, if this is true,’ she asked, running with his story, ‘what happens if they fail?’

      ‘They die. In fact, everyone dies.’ For a short while, both stared at a blank spot across the room, sipping their tea.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘The steam changed into scenes; outlines of humans falling, trees crumbling and then the whole lot sucked up like a twister, and disappearing through an upside-down plug hole until there was nothing left. The destruction of everything.’

      Eventually, Charlotte spoke. ‘So, what exactly is the connection again?’

      He grabbed her hand. ‘These three are our children…’

      ‘But John, I know you haven’t been around, but we have four children.’

      ‘Yes. I know,’ he said. ‘It confuses me.’

      ‘Therefore,’ she said, ‘whatever you saw, isn’t for us. Maybe it’s for someone else?’

      ‘But, my love, it can’t be. I couldn’t possibly have made it into the chamber. And I would never have returned from the strange test with Ahmed if it wasn’t something to do with me, something to do with our family.’

      She played with her fingers. ‘But if this is about you, then maybe it’s for a family you haven’t had yet.’

      He shook his head. ‘No. I very much doubt it. This is my one and only family,’ he said smiling. ‘Like it or not.’

      ‘Then, how can you account for our having four children?’

      He scratched his chin, thinking. ‘Isabella and Sue are biologically identical, right?’ he said.

      ‘Yes. Their egg split - it’s why they’re so alike.’

      ‘But Archie and Daisy definitely aren’t.’ He held her hand. ‘My best guess is that we’re connected because we’re linked to Old Man Wood—’

      ‘What’s the old man got to do with it?’

      ‘Do you remember when I told you how excited Ahmed got when he heard we had an old man who lived with us, who didn’t really get old? Ahmed made it clear, he insisted, that the old man deliver the babies? I know it may have happened by chance, but it did happen. Remember how I told you how he’d laughed in amazement when I told him we lived at Eden Cottage?’

      ‘I do,’ she replied curtly. ‘Old Man Wood is a hermit, a bumbling old geriatric who just happens to live here. We could ask him to leave.’

      ‘But, if you think about it, he’s been here for ages. His room is a relic from an entirely different period. There’s a cellar downstairs which stores loads of bottles from ages ago and he can’t even remember how to get into it. We treat him as if he’s part of the house because he comes and goes as he likes, sometimes for weeks on end. I’ve studied him. He never goes to the doctor or the dentist or anything like that. He prefers hanging out in the forest foraging and mumbling to himself. He’s like a spirit, but with flesh and bones. In a way, it’s almost as if he’s not real.’

      ‘John, now you’re scaring me.’

      ‘I don’t mean to, darling. We know he is a soft as putty with a heart of gold. Look how he treats the animals, how he brought home the lady, how he dotes on the babies and us too. Look, I don’t know, but I suspect he’s been waiting here for something to happen for an awfully long time.’

      ‘Are you suggesting he’s an alien?’ she said, mockery in her voice.

      ‘I know it makes little sense, but yes, and no. The thing is, I don’t think he can’t remember what it is he’s waiting for.’ His voice went quiet. ‘You know everything I’ve said stacks up.’

      ‘What are you saying, John?’

      ‘My explanation is that Old Man Wood is central to everything, and the fourth child is a spare.’

      She laughed. ‘Don’t be absurd—’

      ‘I’m not. If it’s true, the prophecy that Ahmed talked of is coming, like it or not. Over there, militants… religious zealots have been searching for these clues for years. Yet, over here, five thousand miles away on the edge of the Yorkshire Moors, the reality is being played out. It’s as if whoever put this in place made several models around the globe, left a string of clues - each a dummy - so that when this prophecy-thing happens, no one would think it has anything to do with a remote village in Yorkshire. Now, if this is true, it is genius.’

      ‘It’s also darned crazy,’ she reminded him. ‘And you still haven’t given a satisfactory answer why there are four rather than three children.’

      John put his mug on the side and leaned his head back, staring at the ceiling. ‘Moses said several things. One of them struck a chord with me. He said we should never ignore our dreams. And now I’m thinking about it, the dreams I’ve had are about the same things. And they’ve all come true. Something is going on right here, darling. If this is as big as I think it is, in time, only three can do it. So, whatever is out there orchestrating this craziness, gave us a spare, just in case.’

      ‘In case of what?’

      He hesitated. ‘If one of them comes to trouble,’ he said. ‘Or has an accident.’

      Charlotte regarded him with a look of disbelief. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Yes, deadly. You know I am. Everything I’ve learned over the past few years, from the moment I discovered the parchment under the cellar, is that something out of the ordinary will happen. At some point soon, there can only be three.’

      ‘What are you suggesting? That we give away one child? Or make them fight to see which one is in, or out?’

      ‘No! Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps we have to draw lots.’

      ‘John—’ she began, anger in her voice, her hands trembling. ‘If you’re serious about this, and Lord, I believe you are, then you are deranged,’ she said, turning away. ‘I think you should see someone at a professional level.’

      ‘I promise you, on my life, that I am not disturbed, nor mad.’

      ‘You’ve just suggested putting your own, new-born child up for adoption.’

      ‘I’m trying to think of solutions,’ he countered. ‘We cannot ignore it.’

      ‘I will not give away any of my children.’

      ‘I never said that.’

      ‘You implied it, John,’ her voice rose. ‘And that is that.’

      ‘Thing is, darling, we have to see the bigger picture. There is a reason for this. These secrets would never come to light if they weren’t playing out. I wouldn’t have mentioned splitting up my family without being sure this was absolutely the right thing to do.’

      ‘Never!’ she shouted. ‘It’s crazy. If you carry on like this, John de Lowe, I am leaving here, with all four kids. And just you try to stop me.’
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      The moment Old man Wood heard the doctor was coming, he made his excuses and headed up to the ruin on top of the cliff to check on his cattle.

      Charlotte, the previous night’s awkward conversation with John fresh in her mind, noticed.

      Already she had taken a much closer interest in the old man. She looked at the house, the ruin, the area in a more objective way, seeing clues, here there and everywhere, even if there were none.

      A young doctor arrived at the door. Dr Muller had a head of dark, straight hair, alert eyes and a jutting jaw that moved from side to side as he considered things.

      ‘What a place you have here,’ he said. ‘It must be a very ancient.’

      ‘Yes,’ Charlotte said. ‘Remote, but heavenly if you don’t mind that kind of thing. Thanks for coming up - I’m sorry if the road is still impassable, a bewildering number of trees came down in the storm, it’s taking forever to clear—’

      ‘And, as that was going on, I believe you were busy, right? Goodness, what an ordeal. Now before we move on to the babies, my other concern is this woman Sara mentioned. A young lady from the forest, at death’s door?’

      ‘That’s right,’ she exchanged a quick glance to John and Sara. ‘I’m afraid I was upstairs, you know…’ she indicated her tummy.

      Sara took over. ‘Old Man Wood brought her in just as Charlotte’s labour kicked off. We didn’t know if she’d make it through the night, but, ever since, she’s been doing well.’

      ‘Is the old man about, so I can have a word?’

      ‘He left early to tend to the livestock, we can’t ignore our source of milk. He sends his apologies,’ John said. ‘You ought to know—she doesn’t speak and has a litany of nasty cuts and bumps. It’s a miracle, really. The one thing he kept saying was that it was as if she’d dropped out of the sky, or more likely fell off the cliff face further round. She collided with a larch tree, which must have saved her life.’

      The doctor carried on scribbling and then pushed his hand back into the briefcase. ‘Before I forget, the postman gave me these. He sends his apologies, but hopes you understand.’ He handed over a pile of letters, wrapped in a thick elastic band.

      At the top of the stairs to the attic room, Charlotte knocked on the door and opened it a little. ‘Hello, my dear,’ she said. ‘There’s a nice young doctor, Doctor Muller, to see you.’

      The lady sat nervously on an old metal-frame bed.

      ‘He wants to do a quick check-up.’ She turned to the doctor. ‘Would you like me to leave you to it?’

      The doctor smiled and nodded. ‘Good idea. With any luck, we won’t be too long.’

      ‘Excellent,’ she replied. ‘We’ll wait for you downstairs. I’ll put the kettle on, for both of you.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the kitchen, Charlotte and Sara made their way over to the creche in the corner filled with an assortment of cots and baby paraphernalia.

      Immediately, baby Sue, on seeing Sara, crawled over to her. Instinctively, Sara picked her up and held her out in front of her.

      ‘Look at you,’ Sara beamed. ‘Perfect, aren’t you?’

      The child gurgled back, scrunching its face up into a broad smile.

      Charlotte picked up the new babies and began the not inconsiderable process of feeding each.

      Sara sat down. ‘You know, seeing the doctor here, I realise I’ve probably way-overstayed my welcome. You must tell me when you’ve had enough; I don’t want to get in the way. That lousy husband of mine has finally packed his bags and disappeared, and I know the house is empty.’ An expression of sadness filled her tone.

      ‘Oh Sara,’ Charlotte replied. ‘After all you’ve done for us in the last few months, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like. I mean it. It’s entirely up to you. There’s no shortage of things to keep us all busy right now. Besides, there’s one little girl who wouldn’t be at all happy if you left.’ She smiled warmly at her friend. ‘You’re almost family now.’

      Sara held back a tear. ‘That’s sweet of you,’ she said, as John entered the room staring at a piece of paper. ‘All of you.’

      ‘Is everything all right, darling?’ Charlotte said, seeing his face distinctly pale.

      He shook his head and handed her the letter.

      It read:

       

      “New emblem.

      Three figures.

      Dream spider.”

      M

      28 33 42.88 33 56 57.62

       

      ‘What does it mean?’ she said.

      ‘It’s a reference to latitude and longitude.’

      ‘Any idea where?’

      ‘Egypt,’ he said. ‘Just been on the phone to the ordnance survey people. It’s Sinai, St Catherine’s Monastery.’

      ‘The monastery where Moses came down with the ten commandments,’ she said. ‘And the spider bit?’

      ‘The same as what I told you.’

      Charlotte removed Archie and set him down. ‘You said you’d made sketches,’ she said. ‘I’d like to see them. See what this emblem looks like.’

      John returned a moment later, a fat book in his hand. ‘All yours,’ he said.

      She flicked through her eyes scanning each of the twelve, neat drawings.

      ‘And this is it,’ she said, turning the book towards him.

      ‘Yes, that’s it. Exactly.’

      Moments later, she ran out of the room and up into Old Man Wood’s bedroom. She’d noticed it before, and it took a bit of squinting to see it, but there, on the main back section of the ornate bed, smuggled behind the many lines, was the same circular, tree motif. Branches matching roots.

      She swore. She couldn’t contest his integrity.

      Charlotte returned to the kitchen, her features pale and drawn.

      ‘May I ask what’s going on?’ Sara asked. ‘You look like someone’s died. They haven’t, have they?’

      Charlotte shook her head. ‘I think it might be worse.’

      ‘You realise I will have to go there,’ John said. ‘I have to find out as much as possible. It’s the only way.’

      Charlotte nodded, her eyes glazing. ‘John, can you walk with me a minute?’

      John followed her outside.

      ‘Look, darling, I realise that this is hard. And I know what I said last night, but maybe I have an idea. It’ll be painful, but it might just work.’

      ‘Go on,’ he said.

      ‘We really could put one child up for adoption—’

      ‘You’re kidding me,’ he said. ‘You said you’d never—’

      ‘Listen! Not with any old Joe, don’t be silly!’ She composed herself. ‘What if one of them could be brought up by Sara? She can’t have children, as you know. She’s brilliant with them, and she’s been invaluable. I trust her like a sister.’

      ‘But…’ John said, lost for words. ‘What about her husband?’

      ‘The swine has gone. He’s not interested in her and never has been.’

      ‘And what about you? This is a child you have borne. Besides, don’t you need her help?’

      ‘If you’ve forgotten, we now have an additional helper courtesy of Old Man Wood. The lady—we must find a proper name for her soon—is perfectly divine, and fantastic with the children. She dotes on them. Besides, Sara’s in the village and has access here at all times.

      ‘And,’ she continued, ‘it means we can keep an eye on the child and love it in exactly the same way, just with a little distance between us. The kids will play together; they’ll go to school together, they’ll grow up together until this thing happens. It would work out to everyone’s advantage.’

      The enormity of what Charlotte had told him hit him hard. Now it was his turn to feel wary. ‘Good Lord!’ he stuttered What a momentous thing. Mind you, it might work as I don’t think we ever registered them. Which child do do you have in mind? Daisy?’

      Charlotte leaned her head on his shoulder. ‘If there is one who utterly adores Sara, it’s sweet little Sue.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Will you please tell me what’s going on,’ Sara said. ‘You’re both acting strangely.’

      ‘Important archaeological stuff,’ John said, cringing. ‘Possibly life-threatening.’

      ‘Life-threatening?’ she repeated. ‘Seriously. You two talk in riddles half the time.’

      Charlotte knew it was now or never. ‘Sit down, Sara, you too, John.’

      Charlotte leaned over. ‘Do you trust us?’ she said.

      ‘Trust you?’

      ‘Yes. Sara. Do you trust us, completely?’

      Sara looked from John to Charlotte and back again. ‘Well, yeah. Of course, I do.’

      ‘Good. And we trust and adore you, entirely, just so there’s no confusion.’ Charlotte said, pursing her lips. ‘There’s something we need to ask of you. It’s a huge favour really, and I’m afraid you will have only a few moments to make a truly momentous decision.’ She sneaked a look at John who nodded back. ‘This decision cannot be taken lightly. It is a decision all of us will have to stick with. Most importantly, Sara, it is absolutely your choice. You are under no pressure to accept and the one condition is that it remains a secret, forever.’

      Sara frowned. ‘Blimey. What are you on about? It’s not something I’ve done, is it?’

      Charlotte burst out laughing. ‘No, silly. It’s just that there’s something John has stumbled on and it has utterly huge consequences later on in the children’s lifetime.’

      ‘Consequences for who?’

      ‘For everyone,’ John said. ‘But not for many, many years. Until we are old, hopefully. The thing is, we need your help.’
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      ‘I’m not sure what you’ve been giving her’ the doctor said. ‘But whatever it is, it seems to work. She is coming on well. Her cuts and bruises have healed with no infection or side effects, but I am afraid she ripped tendons in her shoulder and this will limit movement in her arm.’

      ‘Do you think it will ever recover?’

      ‘In cases like this there’s a slim chance, but, more likely, it’ll take a surgical procedure to straighten out. I’m not sure even that will fix things. So long as the pain is manageable, she shouldn’t find it too burdensome.’

      ‘What about her speech? Will that ever return?’

      ‘In time, I’m confident she’ll regain her speech. I’d estimate she’s still in trauma. It’s as if her brain hasn’t decided to re-engage with her mouth.’

      ‘If this is the case, shouldn’t she be in a hospital?’ John asked.

      The doctor’s jaw moved from side to side, and he rubbed his chin. ‘In my honest opinion, I don’t think it will help. I’m getting a sense she’s comfortable enough here and when I observed her earlier her eyes lit up the moment she saw the babies. She appears to be happier with them than at any other time. And the thing is, the more she feels “at home” here, with all of you, the greater the chance of everything slipping back into place.’

      The doctor sipped on his tea. ‘I am concerned by a couple of things. The first is, we still don‘t understand who she is and what she was doing falling off a cliff? The second is her memory.’

      ‘Memory? What, brain damage?’ Charlotte asked.

      ‘When I asked her about her name and where she lives, her face folds into frowns and her eyes glaze over. Either she doesn’t want to remember or...’

      ‘Or what?’

      ‘Or, maybe, that she can’t remember anything from before the accident. You might be right. She may have a lasting problem, but it’s hard to know if this is because of the fall, or something that occurred before. You realise that these circumstances point to her, possibly, trying to take her own life.’

      Charlotte shook her head. ‘That doesn’t feel right, doctor. She appears selfless and kind. These aren’t typical traits of manic-depressive, are they?’

      ‘Who knows,’ he said. ‘Testing her on simple memory functionality, she performs well. For example, she appears to know and understand where everything is around the house; where her room is, where the children sleep, which one belongs in which cot. So, her short-term memory seems perfectly normal. Until she makes further progress, there’s not much anyone can do. Time is a great healer.’

      ‘Doctor,’ John said. ‘What do you recommend? I’m happy to take her into town in due course, but are you suggesting that for the moment, she stays here?’

      ‘I’ll alert the relevant authorities. The police will wish to interview her if her speech returns. And, no doubt they’ll want a word with the old man who found her, although I suspect it will be a futile exercise. If she doesn’t come from this area, finding her kin will be like searching for a needle in a haystack.

      ‘In the meantime, I‘ll make sure she’s put on the missing-persons register here and on a wider scale. I will inform all the local constabularies and I’m sure someone will come forward and claim her. But, until they do, I would highly recommend that she stays with you - if you’ll have her.’

       ‘She’s fabulous with babies,’ Charlotte said, brightly. ‘And she seems pretty handy around the kitchen too. This afternoon, we’re going to make a nice vegetable pie. What I’m saying, is that I’m perfectly happy to have her until she’s ready to go home. She’s a huge help, and I don’t believe there’s a harmful bone in her body.’

      Doctor Muller sighed with relief and beamed at both. ‘Thank you. If you don’t mind, I’ll come up fortnightly to check on everyone’s progress. Though I warn you, I have requested a transfer to the virology unit in Leeds.’

      ‘Viruses?’ John said. ‘That’s most unusual.’

      ‘Absolutely,’ the doctor said. ‘I did my university thesis on the Spanish Flu epidemic. Viral infections are fascinating. Living organisms designed to attack the human defence mechanism. It’s as if whoever invented them either did it as a means of control, or for dark, malicious fun. There are more people killed by ‘flu than pretty well anything else. I’d like to think I might make a difference.’

      ‘Well, good luck to you,’ John said. ‘But please don’t rush away too fast. The previous doctor was elderly and overfed, if you know what I mean, for the work up here. For my entire childhood he never once came to see us, so this is a landmark occasion for us de Lowe’s. We sincerely appreciate your visit.’

      The young doctor smiled, his eyes sparkling with the compliment.

      ‘Now, the babies,’ he said. ‘Shall we go through?’
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      The lady sat by the kitchen table with Archie in her lap, trying to wrestle his heavily food-stained baby-grow off him.

      On the other side, Sara bounced Daisy up and down. The higher she went, the louder the squeals of delight.

      In no time the doctor had checked their blood pressure and pulses, their eyes and ears, their reflexes and other test that one by one he ticked off the list.

      ‘You have a fine pile of kids Mrs de Lowe. And, may I ask, how are you bearing up?’

      ‘Thank you, doctor, I’m doing just fine.’

      ‘Excellent. I’ll tidy up these notes records back at the surgery.’ He looked up at Charlotte. ‘Am I right in thinking all four were born here?’ He peered down at his book. ‘The thing is, I don’t believe there are any records of their birth. It’s on the late side, but knowing your circumstances, would you like me to assist you with the paperwork?’

      John reddened. ‘Yes, that would be grand. With everything going on, we never made it to the hospital.’

      The doctor smiled. ‘I meant for the first children. You haven’t registered them yet.’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Charlotte said, a blush emerging. ‘That would be most kind.’

      ‘Legally, you‘re obliged to do this within two weeks of birth, and the older ones are now well over a year old. I’m warning you now, you may run into a fine from the relevant department, but I will make an exaggerated note of your circumstances and pass it on.’

      He turned to Sara. ‘Just for the record, Sara, how long have you been helping out?’

      ‘Since before the babies were born,’ Sara replied, blushing.

      ‘For a couple of months then?’

      ‘No, the other babies. The toddlers. I’ve been here for some time. My husband walked out on me, and Charlotte kindly offered if I’d like to keep her company up here. As she was new to the area, I thought it would be a great idea—’

      ‘You see,’ Charlotte interrupted with a chuckle, ‘we were both due at the same time.’

      The doctor’s forehead wrinkled. ‘So, you’re saying that one of these two is yours? But I thought…’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Charlotte said. ‘It’s an easy mistake. They look so similar, don’t they? The toddlers were born only a week apart, so we’ve got used to calling them the twins by habit.’

      Dr Muller inspected his notes. ‘But, here it says the twins were born to you, Mrs de Lowe.’

      ‘I’m afraid you have the wrong information,’ she replied firmly.

      An awkward silence descended. One of those moments in which no-one wants to speak, but then also chooses not to.

      Dr Muller turned. ‘How about a quick inspection of the girls? Why don’t you call them over, so I can look at their mobility?’

      Charlotte smiled. ‘Isabella, darling. Come to mummy.’

      The little girl looked up, a glint of irritation in her eyes that she was being called away from her absorbing play. She folded her arms and threw a wooden number block under the table.

      ‘Hah. Typical Isabella. She’s quite the feisty one,’ Charlotte said. ‘Isabella, come here.’ Reluctantly, Isabella crawled forward.

      All eyes immediately turned to Sara.

      Sara leaned forward. ‘Sue, my pet, come here to mummy.’ By the time she’d finished speaking the words, her face was as red as a the post-box at the foot of the hill.

      The little girl looked up and, seeing the outstretched arms of Sara in front of her, grinned and crawled straight over.

      John, Charlotte and Sara collectively exhaled.

      Dr Muller looked from one child to the next and then from Charlotte to Sara. His jaw moved, a tell-tale sign that he was about to say something.

      ‘Ooh, Archie!’ said a strange high-pitched noise from down the table.

      The atmosphere broke, and everyone turned.

      The lady sat, stone still as if in shock that words had spilled out her mouth. A tremendous colour was building in her cheeks. ‘Archie,’ she said again. ‘Noorty boy!’

      Collectively the adults chuckled. The timing, sensational.

      Charlotte stood up and rushed over to the lady. ‘You spoke! This is wonderful, wonderful news. And with that, she gave the lady a large peck on the cheek.’

      John clapped his hands. ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I think this deserves a celebration. How about you, Doctor?’

      Dr Muller looked as relieved as the others. ‘Yes, I’d be delighted to join you.’

      ‘Excellent. Champagne is the order of the day. We‘ve wet none of the babies heads in any way, shape or form. It’s something we should have done ages ago. Come on through to the living room.’

      He approached the lady. ‘Would you mind looking after these little ones for a short while - though, of course, you are more than welcome to join us.’

      The lady’s face was pink, like a lobster. Her face fell as she tried to laugh, the result achieving the opposite effect.

      She gurned saliva into her mouth. ‘Thanks you, kindly,’ she said. ‘I’d rather look after these littluns.’

       

       

      PYE

      20

      Two Years Before The Storm

       

      A hot, crusty pie emerged from the oven a wonderful smell filling the kitchen. Another triumph and the lady knew it.

      ‘Look at pie,’ Archie said, pointing.

      Charlotte followed. ‘Yes, isn’t she amazing? Another famous pie, again. You’re a spoilt lot, aren’t you?’

      ‘No. Look at pie.’

      Now she followed their arms, she found that all three children were pointing at the lady, and tears were rolling down her cheeks.

      ‘What’s wrong, my dear,’ Charlotte said, moving to her.

      ‘Oh, nothing,’ the lady sniffed. ‘Happiness, that is all. I’m very lucky and I supposes I’m a little overcome.’

      ‘Archie hopped off his chair and tottered over to the lady. ‘Famous Mrs pie,’ he said, wrapping his arms around her legs.

      ‘Archie. Now let go before the meal ends up all over the floor.’

      Daisy shrieked with joy. ‘Over the floor,’ she repeated. ‘Mrs pie, on the floor.’

      Charlotte laughed, her voice like a song. ‘You lot are extremely fortunate to have our her. Don’t be so rude.’

      But when she turned, she realised that the lady was laughing too, although if you didn’t know, it would look as if she were grimacing in pain.

      And now the all three children banged their spoons on the table chanting. ‘Mrs pie, Mrs pie. Famous, famous, Mrs pie.’

      ‘Quiet!’ Charlotte said, as the three giggling faces, their big round eyes glazed in joy, finally stopped. ‘Now, that is not nice, is it?’ she said, pretending to be stern.

      Suddenly, the penny dropped. ‘Good Lord, or as Old Man Wood would say. Apples-alive,’ she cried. ‘I believe we have finally found a name our dear, lovely lady.’

      The lady placed the large dish on the table.

      ‘Why, it’s the most perfect name in all the world. From now on,’ she said, addressing the lady, ‘as long as you agree, and John agrees, you will be the famous Mrs Pie,’ she said, before repeating it. ‘How does that sound?’

      ‘Mrs Pie,’ Mrs Pie repeated. ‘Ooh, I say. Good.’

      ‘Then Mrs Pie it is.’

      She picked up the telephone, dialling John’s office.

      ‘John, darling,’ Charlotte said. ‘The children have found a name… for who? Why, for the lady.’

      She turned to the children who were listening intently. ‘It’s Daddy on the phone, why don’t you tell him what it is. Ready. One, two, three…’

      They yelled out her name.

      ‘Did I hear that right?’ he said. ‘Mrs Pie?’

      ‘The famous Mrs Pie, to be more accurate,’ she said.

      The children could hear his laughter through the mouthpiece. ‘And she’s happy with that?’

      ‘I think so,’ Charlotte replied over the children’s giggles. ‘Though it is a bit hard to tell,’ she whispered.

      ‘Then, so be it,’ he said. ‘As long as it spelt with a “y”, as in PYE.’

      ‘Excellent,’ she laughed happily.

      ‘Before you hang up, there is another thing,’ he said. ‘I’ve just heard that the library in the tower at Upsall school is up for renovation. I wouldn’t mind having a look. I’ve been meaning to have a root around in there for years. I’ve found out that the builder-decorator team is Sara’s brother-in-law, George. I rang him and told him I wanted to do some undercover archaeology on the site. Without hesitating, he said I could join the team. I was wondering if you might dig out my overalls.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          20 UPSALL SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      The ladder wobbled. John closed his eyes. Heights. Damn heights.

      ‘You all right up there, Guvnor,’ a voice called up from below, the sound echoing around the tower.

      John took a deep breath and carried on. One foot, followed by the next. This had to be the longest ladder in the world. Was there no other way of getting up there?

      Remembering not to look down, John made it to the disguised hatch they’d found. He pushed hard and the dark, wooden square, reinforced by metal, levered up. He pushed it to the side and hauled himself in, one leg, followed by the next.

      He picked a pile of cobwebs from off his face and pressed his torch to find a small, almost cubicle-like room. Everywhere he looked, he saw collections of manuscripts and leather-bound books. John’s heart raced. This was a treasure trove of learning. Hidden from sight, out of mind. He didn’t inspect the scrolls for long to figure out they were ancient. He whistled. A library inside a library. But why here and why so high?

      His radio crackled, and he replied. ‘George. Yes, I’m in. But I need a favour. Can we go to another channel?’

      The radio came through again.

      ‘How’re you getting on, John?’

      ‘I’ve found some important stuff,’ John said, cringing at his word choice. ‘It’s vital I take a while to catalogue it all, understand? I need to stay here for two days, minimum. How long have I got?’ He released his finger.

      ‘Roger that,’ George said. ‘Three days, but no more. The scaffolds go up, and the team will blitz it.’

      ‘Thanks, George. Listen, I want no one to come in here, while I record what I can. This sort of thing is best left untouched and as much as possible, unknown.’

      ‘Sure, I get it,’ George said. ‘Mum‘s the word. What are you going to need?’

      ‘Torches or a light with an electrical feed would be better. A duster for the cobwebs and a supply of water and food. Oh, and film for my camera. I haven’t nearly enough. Thirty rolls should do it. I’ll reimburse you later. Can you spare a towel and a bucket, I don’t want to be running up and down in a hurry?’

      ‘What about the headmaster, Solomon?’ George said. ‘He’s always poking his nose in here.’

      ‘Tell him,’ John said, taking his finger off and thinking. ‘Tell him there’s delicate electrical wiring that needs attention. Tell him you‘ve spotted a cable that’s a possible fire-hazard.’

      ‘Yeah, got it. Nice thinking.’

      ‘But please,’ John’s voice crackled, ‘whatever you do, put the new wire around this room? I’d prefer it if we left it unmolested, untouched.’

      ‘You’re the boss. Leave it with me,’ George replied.
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        * * *

      

      Page after page, parchment after parchment. Some beautifully embossed, others blurred and hard to read. Many pages were in languages he couldn’t identify. Some bore motifs he’d seen on his travels or closer to home. Others had only a few words, many showed pictures of foreign, alien-like worlds.

      For two days and two nights, John worked through this body of scholarship. Photographing what he could, describing into his Dictaphone his thoughts and how each tome fitted into the library inside a library.

      Tired, hungry and elated, he closed the hatch for the last time and, rung by rung, made his way down the ladder.

      Entering the courtyard at Eden Cottage his bags filled with film and notepads, Charlotte ran outside when she heard his feet scuffling on the paving stones.

      ‘Sue’s here for a sleepover, and look, they’ve nearly finished the flat,’ she said, pointing at the outbuildings across the courtyard. ‘I think Mrs Pye is getting excited, the way she sniffs around it.’ She sniffed him. ‘You smell terrible. How was it?’

      ‘Extraordinary,’ he said. ‘But, in the same vein, terrifying.’

      ‘Oh, John. Not again.’

      His eyes filled with tears. ‘Better than I could have imagined. Worse than I could have imagined. Every time I discover more, I know that these children of ours are on course to find a great thing. And the deeper we delve, the more I know there’s absolutely nothing we can do about it.’

      ‘We can help them, darling.’

      His face was ashen. ‘That’s the thing. From what I saw, I’m not sure we can.’
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      Four Days Before The Storm.

       

      ‘Daisy, your area is a disgusting mess, you need to do something about it, pronto. Archie, if you don’t put everything in the wash straight away, it’s going in the bin. Understand?’

      ‘Aw, Mum. That is so unfair. It’s just so difficult—’

      ‘It isn’t difficult, young man. Do it now or I’ll get Isabella to come up and yell at you.’

      ‘You should have heard her last night,’ Daisy said. ‘Screaming away as if someone had murdered her. Can’t she have her own room?’

      ‘One day, soon, you’ll all be gone,’ her mother replied. ‘That attic is plenty big enough for all of you. Now, will you two please take your washing downstairs, say goodnight to Mrs Pye, wash and go to bed. When I come back, I want those lights off. You’re both in the football semi-finals tomorrow, and you need to be on form for it. Sleep is exceptionally good for things like this.’

      Her footsteps creaked down the stairs.

      Daisy turned to Archie. ‘Did you hear Isabella last night?’ she said, clumsily forking a pile of clothes on her bed. ‘She had a shockingly bad dream. Hope it’s not spreading.’

      Archie hummed back. He’d dreamt more lately than he could ever remember. Thing is, he couldn’t tell what it was about, even if lingering snippets had re-visited him throughout the day.

      Charlotte reached the downstairs living room. ‘Isabella, Sue. It’s time you two thought of bed. Darling, I hear you had a nightmare last night?’

      ‘Just a dream, mum. Nothing to worry about,’ she replied, frowning.

      ‘You know we should always talk about our dreams,’ Charlotte said. ‘No matter how simple. It’ll make them go away.’

      ‘That’s very quaint, mother dear. But I think I’m old enough to realise it’s just an imbalance of neural activity in my brain.’

      ‘No, it isn’t. It’s important you pay attention to it. I’ve told you that since you were small.’ She moved in for a hug. ‘Please, darling. I wish you’d do this one thing for me.’

      ‘I write my dreams down in my diary the moment I wake up,’ Sue said. ‘Works a treat. Strangest kind of stuff spills out. I’ll read it to you sometime. The recent ones have been mighty strange.’

      ‘There. Do as Sue does, Isabella.’

      Isabella groaned. ‘Do we have to sleep with the twins?’

      Charlotte smiled and gave them both a kiss. ‘No. Not tonight. Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable in the big airing cupboard? So long as you remember to put everything back in the right place when you leave or Mrs Pye will be onto you with all of her fiercest looks.’

      ‘Excellent. Thanks, Mum,’ she said, running upstairs for her duvet.
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        * * *

      

      John woke. He realised he was panting. Then he figured that the wetness on his nightshirt was sweat. He rubbed his forehead with his sleeve and reached out in the dark for a glass of water.

      Then he heard it. A long, agonising cry.

      He listened again, hearing only the still, thick night that accentuated the occasional creak, or the shuttles of mice scuttling from one hole to another.

      The noise again. A groan, followed by a yelp.

      As quietly as he could, he stole out of his bed, popped his feet in a pair of woolly slippers and sneaked towards the door.

      On the landing, he stopped still. There it was again, coming from the attic room.

      Was it Daisy? As the other girls were further along in the cupboard, it had to be.

      Treading on the outermost flank of the wooden steps to avoid excessive creaking, he crept up.

      Charlotte had confided that Isabella had had a bad dream the previous night. Were these related? He hadn’t given it too much thought. But now, something niggled in his mind.

      He moved to the door, his ear attuned, and gently pushed it open.

      ‘Archie… you did it,’ he heard. Then Daisy laughed. ‘You have seriously funny hair?’

      Funny hair, John thought.

      There was another verbal outburst this time from Archie. ‘Bella’s going … over there. Watch out! The lightning’s after us!’

      Lightning?

      Now it was Daisy again. ‘You’ve got to do it, Archie,’ he heard her say as if she was thrashing about. ‘Find it! Find the clues, dur-brain.’

      Now moaning filled the room.

       ‘Rain!’ Daisy suddenly yelled. ‘Oh No… it’s another. DIVE!’

      Moments later, she screamed.

      Outside, John’s heart thumped. He scratched his head. Rain?

      Not now. Surely. It couldn’t be!

      He scampered down the stairs. He needed to check his special file, his life’s work.

      As he passed the Cupboard, he heard a groan.

      ‘Umbrella. Rain… too hard.’ Then a gasp. Sue or Isabella, he couldn’t tell. ‘I can’t breathe…’

      ‘Run…! Not there! No! Archie.’

      Them, as well.

      John unlocked his safe and withdrew a thick, well-thumbed notebook.

      Flicking on the light, he fanned his way through, stopping now and then when a memory of an image came to him.

      Then he found it.

      “Dreams of a storm and torrential rain are the starting points of the prophecy.”

      He’d seen it on the stained-glass windows in the chapel at Upsall. And, now he examined his old sketches, he remembered how it showed lightning bolts flashing out of the sky onto each one, as they slept.

      The clues, the riddles.

      ‘Goodness,’ he whispered. ‘It is coming. Already.’

      The prophecy is about to begin, he thought, to their teenage kids.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Wake up. Darling, wake up!’ He nudged her again.

      ‘The dreams,’ he whispered excitedly, ‘have come. They are all dreaming.’

      She yawned and rubbed her eyes. ‘Get back to bed annoying man.’

      ‘Seriously!’ He turned on the light. ‘Charlotte,’ he began, his voice stern and serious, ‘you must listen.’

      She sat up. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The kids! They’re all having nightmares. Go and listen if you want.’

      ‘You’re overreacting,’ she said, sleepily. ‘It’s not going to happen yet. Not for years.’

      John was animated. ‘I woke up sweating. Then I heard Daisy, then Archie shouting about rain and lightning. On my way downstairs, Isabella mumbling about clues and umbrellas. It’s happening.’

      ‘It’s not happening; they’re far too young.’ She rolled over. ‘Go back to sleep. I’ll talk to you in the morning.’

      John regarded his wife with disbelief.

      ‘You have to the count of five to sit up and listen or—’

      ‘Or what?’ she slurred.

      ‘I’ll pour this glass of water over you.’

      She laughed into her pillow and closed her eyes.

      ‘One.’

      ‘Two.’

      ‘Three.’

      An eye opened. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Four.’ He picked up the glass, deliberately scraping it over the side-table.

      She sat up, fast.

      ‘Five,’ he said moving the glass towards her.

      She ducked as he pulled the glass round to his lips and drank.

      ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘At least I have your attention,’ he said. ‘The children are dreaming, Charlotte.’

      ‘And you think—’

      ‘Yes. They’re dreaming about a flood, about rain, about lightning bolts, about clues.’

      She slipped out of bed. ‘I think I need a cup of tea. Let’s talk downstairs.’

      As they passed the cupboard, a small voice crept out. Both parents looked at each other.

      ‘Too much… water… don’t know where to find it,’ a girl’s muffled voice said. ‘In the house… up at the ruin. It’s there isn’t it? Look… RUN! RUN!’ the voice yelled before, petering out.

      John looked at his wife, whose eyes were hanging on stalks, her face withdrawn and pale.

      They sipped their teas next to the metal range cooker.

      ‘We cannot help them,’ he said. ‘You know this. If we breathe a word, it may have drastic repercussions, not just for us, but for everyone and everything.’

      Charlotte had been dreading this moment all her life. ‘I know. Sara, Mrs Pye and I have left a few garments based on what we think they’ll need. And I’ve attached a postcard. That’s all. They might not even find them, but my betting is that Daisy will.’

      ‘I concealed all the clues we’ve ever found. What about Sara?’

      ‘Sara has never told Sue, but she’s off on a date to Scotland.’

      ‘Why didn’t she tell her?’

      ‘She didn’t want to upset her. Didn’t want her to know.’

      ‘This is horrible. We need to get away. As far from here—’

      ‘And as fast as possible,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow we must tell them that something’s come up. We’ll fly to Tunisia. There’s a new and noteworthy dig that’s causing a stir over there. Many people are sniffing around. If we show up, it’ll take the extremists and the archaeological community by surprise. Make them wonder what we’re up to. Plus, Moses will keep us safe and out of harm’s way. If the world implodes, being in a mountainous desert region might be just the place we can stay alive, until…’

      She nodded, tears welling in her eyes as her sobs began.

      ‘Why us, darling?’ she cried. ‘Why so young?’

      ‘Rotten timing. I suppose,’ he said, handing her a tissue and using one himself. ‘The planet has been waiting for this for an awfully long time. As Ahmed said, “the universe will know when it is time”.

      ‘But they’re children! I thought it might be when they were stronger, in their thirties or forties, when we were old. Not while they’re still kids.’

       ‘And because Old Man Wood has been here forever,’ he said, ‘it had to happen, eventually. Do you think the old man will remember?’

      ‘It will take something extraordinary to jog him back to a time so long ago. They know nothing of real life. How can we expect them to save us all without him?’

      John shut his eyes tight. ‘They have everything in front of them and a life to live. Think of it this way,’ he said, trying to hold back his emotions. ‘They wouldn’t have been chosen if there wasn’t a chance—’

      ‘Oh! Really, John? What are the chances? Look at them. Isabella, stubborn and self-centred, Archie so laid back he’s almost horizontal and Daisy, who doesn’t care about anything apart from football. They’re hardly representative of human endeavour and spirit, are they?’

      ‘Thing is, maybe they are? Maybe they have the qualities needed? We can only hope, eh?’

      ‘I wish you’d never met Ahmed.’

      ‘Yes. I know what you mean. At least it has given us time to understand. Time to acquaint ourselves with this fate. At least we’ve done everything we could.’

      She snuggled into him, her body trembling. ‘We will probably never see them again.’

      ‘I know. I have spent every day since they were born thinking about this moment.’

      They held each other.

      At length, John opened the notebook.

      ‘There will be a sequence of dream-events,’ he read. ‘From the first signs, there may be up to twelve days. A cloud will form, and the dreams will intensify.’

      ‘Twelve days.’

      ‘Isabella had a nightmare last night. Eleven.’

      ‘It’s quite a thought,’ he said, solemly. ‘There may be less than twenty days left of our Earth. To give them any chance we must be brave, darling. We’ll say our farewells the day after tomorrow as if we’re off on just another trip without too much bluster and fuss. Agony though this is, it is important they work it out for themselves. We mustn’t linger and we cannot interfere.’

      ‘I’ll make sure a postcard gets to the headmaster Solomon informing him we won’t be back for half-term. And, once again we will miss Daisy and Archie in the football match.’ 

      The clock chimed three.

      ‘My great fear is if the storm breaks after the game,’ she said, barely controlling herself. ‘They won‘t have the strength…’

      ‘Shh. We cannot know but only hope. Fate is a curious companion. They are on their own now.’

      ‘Yes. How godawfully tragic it is,’ she said, as tears streamed down her face. ‘Come on. The hour is late, my love. On our way, let us watch our beautiful children sleep for one last time.’

       

      
        
        Go to part ONE of Eden Chronicles:

        THE POWER AND THE FURY:

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: The Power and The Fury]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Afterword

        

      

    

    
      Swing by my Author Facebook page - James Erith Author - and give it a like!

      My website is: www.jameserith.com

      You can always send me an email. james@jericopress.com

      I look forward, very much, to seeing you there.

      James

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          1. THE CAVE

        

        
          2. A TEST

        

        
          3. AHMED

        

        
          4. YOUNG LOVE

        

        
          5. A PROPOSAL

        

        
          6. A DREAM

        

        
          7. SARA’S PROBLEM

        

        
          8. OLD MAN WOOD

        

        
          9. A SURPRISE

        

        
          10. FALLEN

        

        
          11. NEW ARRIVAL

        

        
          12. STUCK

        

        
          13. DELIVERY

        

        
          14. TRUTH

        

        
          15. ALIVE

        

        
          16. THE LADY

        

        
          17. A SPARE

        

        
          18. THE DOCTOR

        

        
          19. ON THE MEND

        

        
          20. UPSALL SCHOOL

        

        
          21. LAST NIGHT

        

      

      
        
          Afterword

        

        
          Also by James ERITH

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        EDEN CHRONICLES PREQUEL

        TRUTH

        First Published in 2018

      

        

      
        978-1-910134-04-7

      

        

      
        Jerico Press

      

        

      
        Copyright © James Erith 2018

      

        

      
        The right of James Erith to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

        All characters and events in this publication other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, recording, photocopying, mechanical or otherwise without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction and therefore entirely invented. All errors, factual, scientific, religious or otherwise are the author’s, and the author’s alone.

      

        

      
        TRUTH  is written in UK English.

      

        

      
        Ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-910134-24-5

        Paperback: 978-1-910134-31-3

      

        

      
        AVAILABLE ON MOST DIGITAL PLATFORMS

      

        

      
        www.JamesErith.com

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Also by James ERITH

        

      

    

    
      The EDEN CHRONICLES series:

      
        
          
            [image: The Power and The Fury, Eden Chronicles Book One]
          
        

        The Power and The Fury - Eden Chronicles, Book One   (ISBN: 978-1-910134-04-7)

      

      
        
          
            [image: Spider Web Powder]
          
        

        Spider Web Powder - Eden Chronicles, Book Two        (ISBN: 978-1-910134-10-8)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: The Chamber of Truth]
          
        

        The Chamber of Truth - Eden Chronicles, Book Three       (ISBN: 978-1-910134-11-5)

      

      
        
          
            [image: The Dragon’s Game - Eden Chronicles, Book Three]
          
        

        The Dragon’s Game - Eden Chronicles, Book Four  (ISBN:978-1-910134-24-5)

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
SERIES PREQUEL - A NOVELLA

JAMES ERITH

CHE%IFI%LE S

~"'5\-----::&

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
JAMES ERITH

JAMES ERITH

EDEN
(CHRONICLE|

THE POWER AND THE FU|






images/00005.jpeg
(CHRONICLES

THE POWER AND THE FURY

AN&

THEIR DREAMS COULD SAVE OUR LIVES






images/00008.jpeg
JAMES ERITH

LT
o 2 - » 5

At

EDEN
(CHRONICLE!
THE CHAMBER OF TRUT 25 I

| £ HA ‘
S R
Shati . &






images/00007.jpeg
JAMES ERITH
JAMES ERITH :

4|
EDEN
(CHRONICLE

SPIDER WEB POWDE
|






images/00009.jpeg
JAMES ERITH

CH]I;BL&J:H ‘
THE DRAGON’S GAME EDEN RON[CI Ec
f"_ ' Y "ﬁ CHRONICLES DR“‘GONSGA,\,UE

,  THE DRAGON'S GAM

A « Q






