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      Archie extended his arms and pushed out a sleepy yawn. Where were the purple curtains at the end of his bed? Where were the thick oak beams supporting the roof of the attic room that he shared with his sisters, Isabella and Daisy? What about the red drape that hung down like a Bedouin tent?

      As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he noted the grey, jagged rocks curving above him like a bad set of teeth, and was instantly reminded of the previous day’s horrors.

      Archie lay quite still, filtering the curious sand he was lying on through his fingers. Was this part of a dream? Was he even alive?

      He moved his head to investigate.

      Nestled into the walls were three ledges, like shallow troughs. These were the stone beds Archie and his sisters had sought refuge in last night to escape the storm. Now, they, like him, were stirring.

      Moments later, a burst of steam erupted from the circular pool in the middle of the cave where hot water bubbled gently. As he stared, the surface glimmered from what he suspected were a multitude of fluorescent minerals.

      Archie hazily remembered how their beaten and cut bodies were soothed and healed by this small pool. But even now his memories of last night were vague. Archie could only recall fragmented scenes, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

      His curiosity aroused, Archie moved his eyes around the cave, increasingly astonished by what he saw. He stumbled off his bed, rubbed his face, and attempted to smooth down his hair.

      His baffled expression made his older sister Isabella chuckle from her bed along the wall.

      ‘Your hair took on a new form, remember? It is now irretrievably spiky,’ she said, the words echoing more dramatically than either had expected. ‘The result of being hit by a lightning bolt. Remember?’

      Trust Isabella to remember more than he could. He grunted a response and headed to the bubbling pool, wafting his hand at a cloud of steam that billowed into the high roof.

      Archie dangled his feet and ankles in the bubbles. Soon, a sparkly feeling fizzled up his torso. He cupped his hands and drank a draught of the water, washed his face and splashed his strange, hard hair.

      ‘I don’t suppose there’s anything for breakfast?’ he said, more in hope than expectation.

      ‘There’s another apple each,’ Old Man Wood said. The old man was like a grandfather to the three siblings, and Archie remembered how he’d come to their rescue last night.

      Archie picked his way over the rocky, undulating grey floor and sat down next to him. Old Man Wood had found each one of them at deaths door after the violent storm and carried each one from the ledge into a sandy pit in this cave. Overnight, the pit had filled with water as the floodwaters had risen over the height of the ledge outside.

      The cave entrance opposite filtered-in a hazy morning light, which appeared to ripple as he stared at it. For a brief moment, he wondered if a kind of see-through crystal-like substance had miraculously grown up in front of the cave’s mouth, holding up a body of moving water behind it.

      Old Man Wood handed Archie a small, perfectly formed apple from his large, weathered, and leathery hands.

      Archie chomped hungrily and began to take in the caveman art that stretched all the way around the stony walls. He spotted three distinct human figures drawn with firm strokes, but others, he reckoned, looked more like stick men or animals. Some images were upright, others were lying down as if the figures were dead.

      ‘Do you guys remember these pictures from last night?’ he asked.

      Daisy and Isabella were stretching their arms wide and yawning and didn’t answer.

      Archie searched further into the cave. ‘Bit of a classic,’ he murmured. ‘This could be interesting.’

      ‘What’s up, Archie?’ Daisy said, sleepily.

      ‘We have a problem,’ he said. ‘In fact, we have quite a few.’

      His twin, Daisy, yawned. ‘Expand, bro.’

      ‘Well, yeah,’ he started, not quite knowing what to say. ‘Let’s start with how we get out of this cave.’

      Daisy tittered. ‘Seriously?’

      Archie raised his eyebrows. ‘Yeah. It’s sealed itself off… I think.’

      Daisy ambled over to the pool and splashed her face. ‘Rubbish—’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Look at the entrance, I think it’s blocked.’

      Daisy repeated the action this time dunking her entire head in the pool. ‘Of course there’s a way out. No way can we be stuck.’

      Archie wondered if she knew something he didn’t. ‘Have you seen the paintings?’ he said, changing the subject.

      ‘Cool, aren’t they,’ Daisy said. ‘Quite like Picasso.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The artist, Picasso. I’m sure I’ve seen stuff of his just like this.’

      Archie’s eyes bulged. ‘Really, Daisy?’

      ‘Yup. Simple, abstract lines. That kind of thing,’ she replied.

      ‘Oh,’ he said, wondering when Daisy had become so knowledgeable about modern art. ‘I thought they might be a kind of guide?’ he said. ‘What do you think?’ He continued to study the outlines. He noticed oblong-shaped objects and lines of repetitive strokes like shadows.

      Soon, Daisy and their older sister Isabella joined him. After a short while, Isabella’s continual glancing towards her younger sister finally made Daisy snap.

      ‘What!’ she cried.

      ‘Nothing!’ Isabella replied.

      ‘Well, stop doing that.’

      ‘Doing what?’

      ‘Looking at me. Weirdly.’

      Isabella moved closer and shuffled from one foot to the other.  ‘Actually, Daisy,’ she said, as she examined her sister’s pretty face, ‘Your eyes are—’

      ‘What about them?’

      ‘Well. I mean… I think—’

      Daisy turned away, her face reddening.

      ‘No, seriously, Daisy. Look at me.’

      ‘Why?’ she said, her tone betraying her concern. She looked up.

      Isabella leaned in. ‘You’ve done something to your eyes—’

      ‘No, I haven’t. They’re absolutely fine,’ she said rubbing them and blinking rapidly as if to prove it. ‘What’s the big deal?’

      Archie joined in and whistled. ‘Bells is right, Daisy.’

      ‘Maybe it’s a just a trick of the light,’ Isabella said, as if Daisy couldn’t hear. ‘Hey, Old Man Wood. Come and check this out.’

      ‘Seriously?’ Daisy cried, flummoxed by all the attention. ‘Stop it, both of you.’

      Old Man Wood shuffled closer and gazed at her too. The three of them leaned over her.

      ‘Thing is, Daisy,’ Archie said, ‘your eyes really are... different.’

      ‘Different?’

      ‘Yeah, very.’

      ‘I need a mirror,’ Daisy said, looking around.

      ‘You won’t find one here, sis,’ Archie said. ‘It’s hardly the place—’

      ‘Listen dudes. I really don’t care. But please, stop looking at me—’

      Archie’s eyes narrowed. ‘I can’t help it—they’re red.’

      Isabella agreed. ‘Ruby red.’

      ‘Red?’ Daisy queried.

      Archie nodded.

      ‘Don’t be silly. My eyes are perfectly fine. There’s nothing wrong—’

      ‘Actually,’ Isabella said, ‘it’s more cerise—’

      ‘Or scarlet blending into burgundy?’ Archie added.

      ‘They’re a red-apple-colour in my opinion,’ Old Man Wood said, thoughtfully.

      ‘Chilli-red, possibly,’ Isabella added. ‘Like a vampire.’

      This time they all nodded.

      ‘Tip of my tongue,’ Archie said. ‘But I’d run with Old Man Wood’s description. It’s definitely more of a red-apple-colour.’

      ‘Look,’ Daisy said, flustered. ‘Maybe it’s from the chemicals in the healing water in the pool…’

      Archie squinted at her. ‘Sorry, Daisy. Thing is, the white bit around them is still white,’ he said. ‘It’s the middle bit that’s changed—’

      ‘It’s known as the iris, Arch,’ Isabella whispered.

      ‘Yeah, I knew that,’ he said, before addressing his twin. ‘Basically, Daisy, your nice blue eyes have turned a rather fetching chilli-plum-apple-red-colour. Pretty cool, I reckon.’

      ‘Cool?’ Daisy replied. ‘You’re kidding. You’re saying I’ve turned into a freak!’

      Archie flicked his steely hair. ‘Like me?’ he grinned.

      Isabella reluctantly held up a hand, where the outline of a neat hole punched through the middle of her palm. ‘Like me too,’ she said.

      It was the wound she’d received yesterday as she protected herself against a lightning bolt. She stared at the circular cavities in awe, fully aware that somehow, however inexplicable, and incalculable, her hand-holes had saved her life.

      ‘If there’s a school left to go back to, we’re going to stand-out big time—’

      ‘The de Lowe super-weirdos,’ Archie chipped in.

      ‘Hang on! What about me?’ Old Man Wood said, his deep voice filled with gentleness and soft humour.

      Daisy leaned into the old man and looked up at his worn and lined face. ‘Dear, lovely Old Man Wood, you’re already a wonderful freak. We’re just catching you up a little.’

      Old Man Wood, couldn’t help but smile back with affection. His wise, kind, dark brown eyes moved from child to child as he pondered their next move.

      As Archie had just touched on, he had the not-so-small task of guiding them out of this sanctuary—or prison—back to Eden Cottage.
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      Daisy returned to her stone bed and lay back on the soft, sandy surface. She studied her siblings. Isabella was sieving bubbling water through the new holes in her hands, while Archie was still wandering around the cave engrossed in the curious artwork.

      Daisy had briefly scanned the murals, noticing raised etchings and basic figures and recognisable shapes, but she hadn’t given them too much attention. But when Archie reached the far side of the cave, deeper into the shadows, and stumbled, she decided to investigate further.

      She made her way over to Old Man Wood, who had remained rooted to the spot, staring at the pictures as if he were looking right through them to another place and time entirely.

      Daisy leant on him as if he were a lamppost, sneaked a hand into his pocket, picked out an apple, and then moved around the room following Archie.

      ‘Right, guys,’ Daisy announced after a circuit of the chamber. ‘This art is like an instruction manual.’

      ‘For what?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Primarily for getting out of here—’

      ‘Why?’ Isabella said.

      ‘If you hadn’t noticed we’re trapped, just as Archie said. The entire valley is underwater. There is no way we can physically get out.’

      ‘I’m not listening if we’ve got to do anything dangerous,’ Isabella said from the pool. ‘I’ve done enough surviving for an entire lifetime.’

      ‘Well, I think you should listen, oh brainy-one!’ Daisy fired back. ‘Seriously, you need to know what’s going on and, oddly, these knobbly walls have the answers.’

      Isabella groaned. ‘Please, Daisy. Can’t we just go home?’

      ‘Bells, if only it were that easy. If we could simply walk out of here, then yes, I’d be well on the way to a hot bath, a massive hot chocolate, and my own bed. But we can’t because we’re stuck.’ Daisy flicked a strand of hair off her face. ‘These pictures, I think, are the clues to our next meal with Mrs Pye at home.’

      While the murals might not make sense to her siblings, to her they were as clear as day.

      ‘Now, pay attention,’ she said as she marched over to the far side. ‘Once upon a time,’ she began, relishing her moment in the spotlight, ‘there were three brave knights. Here, here and here,’ she said, pointing at three human outlines. ‘They lived in a land where there were nice things to eat, like, um, apples,’ she turned and winked at Old Man Wood, ‘but there were also bad things, like nasty snakes. One day the knights were lying in bed,’ she pointed at a gnarly squiggle on the wall, ‘when they were given some cool gifts, or something.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Let’s study these pictures in a more detail, shall we?’

      Isabella splashed a foot in the pool. ‘Daisy, this is ridiculous—’

      ‘One of them,’ Daisy continued, ‘had extremely large eyes and sticky-out ears, another had big hands and fat feet, and the last knight rode horses and, um, lions.’ Daisy chortled, briefly, surprised at her own explanation.

      ‘Still with me? Isabella? Archie? Old Man Wood? Excellent!’

      She dragged Old Man Wood to the next section. Archie followed and Isabella, defeated, stood up, shook out her feet, and following on behind.

      Daisy indicated another faded mark on the wall. ‘One day, loads of arrows shot out of the sky like you can’t believe, with some fiery ones,  like this lot… here. When the sun went down—here—our three knights had either died and gone to hell—where they kept on getting shot at—or, if they’d survived, as shown in this squiggle, their prize was to sit in a mega jacuzzi. After that, they climbed up to heaven. End of chapter one!’ Daisy clapped her hands and did a small celebration dance.

      ‘Oh, bravo!’ Isabella said, her voice smeared with sarcasm. ‘How enlightening. Are you done now?’

      ‘Not even close, Isabella,’ Daisy replied. ‘Now, onto the next section.’ Daisy dragged Old Man Wood by the arm to the next patch of drawings. ‘Here,’ she continued, ‘five pictures show how to find three books or stones or tablets. If our heroes find the first one, it means they’ve passed the first stage and they move on to try for the second. But, if, at any point they fail,’ and now her voice went quieter, ‘then, they are going to… DIE.’ She said ‘die’ in a slightly deeper and louder voice, which echoed back eerily, much to her satisfaction.

      Daisy hopped up onto a rocky ledge and pointed towards the next section.

      ‘In this bit, they’ve found the second stone and dumped it on top of the first one— and look, it’s grows into a ginormous book, or stone, or whatever it is! Clever, huh?!’

      ‘Why would it do that?’ Archie blurted out.

      ‘How should I know?’ she replied from her lofty standpoint, before turning back to the images. ‘Here, our three heroes must find a third stone and do exactly the same thing all over again... ooh,’ she said, moving into and brushing the wall with her fingertips. ‘A-ha. I see,’ she said, as much to herself as the others who gazed up at her as if she might very well be making the whole thing up.

      ‘Now, pay attention,’ she continued. ‘If our heroes are successful, they add the third stone to the ginormous book and, BOOM!’

      Daisy’s impression of an explosion made Archie laugh. She spun a little further round and theatrically pointed to the wall. ‘And the blast leads to this.’

      ‘What’ Isabella said, ‘are you going on about—?’

      ‘A whole other place,’ Daisy interrupted. ‘A place like the surface of the moon with a single great tree bang in the middle.’ She shifted her gaze further around the wall. ‘And, behind this tree they find… they find a—a…’

      ‘Yes,’ Isabella said, ‘what do they find?’

      ‘They find a…’ Daisy stared hard at the picture, her eyes glowing.

      ‘A what, Daisy?’

      ‘A woman.’

      ‘A woman?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      Daisy’s face drained. ‘O-M-G,’ she said, pulling her hands to her face.

      ‘Daisy, what is it?’ Archie asked. ‘What are you looking at?’

      Daisy shook her head. ‘Cool. No, nothing really. Thought it was something I’d seen somewhere before.’ She regained her composure, turned to the others, and curtsied. ‘There you have it,’ she said. ‘The story of the wall art.’

      Isabella broke the silence with a slow hand-clap. ‘Daisy,’ she said. ‘Nice story, but just for the record diagonal lines in ancient drawings generally indicate rain, not arrows—’

      ‘Yeah, I know,’ Daisy replied, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s called artistic licence.’

      ‘And Daisy,’ she continued, ‘where are we?’

      ‘In a cave, duh?’

      ‘And what kind of thing is in the middle of our cave?’

      ‘A hot tub-pit, jacuzzi thing-a-me.’

      ‘It’s not a hot tub, Daisy, it’s a thermal spring that bubbles up due to naturally occurring heat generated by the Earth’s core. And anyway, what do you think we battled through yesterday—’

      ‘Stop being so damn patronising, Livi. I know, OK. I do realise. The cave is about us— I knew that all along—the rain, the sunset, the bubbling pool over there. The fact that I can see and hear stuff you guys can’t. That you, Isabella, can repel lightning with your hands, like you did yesterday as we escaped from the storm. And Archie has weird strength, pulling trees up like a horse and stuff, like he did yesterday to get us here safely. You must think I’m completely stupid or something.’

      ‘Actually, I do,’ Isabella said, bluntly. ‘And, to be honest, I’m hardly surprised you’ve jumped to these ludicrous conclusions.’

      ‘Conclusions?’

      ‘Yes. Because now you think the walls are telling us we’re special, huh, with magical powers like wizards and witches. Come on, Daisy! The sooner you get this nonsense out of your head the better.’

      ‘You’re kidding—’

      ‘No, of course I’m not. This cave here is quite obviously some form of prehistoric temple, left over from pre-Neolithic times. In my opinion, these cave paintings simply copy what is all around us in this chamber. Ancient tribal stuff. They probably sacrificed humans here—if, of course, the water couldn’t heal them.’

      ‘Please tell me you’re joking.’

      Isabella laughed. ‘The fact that we survived is down to luck,’ she continued. ‘Pure and simple L— U—C— K,’ which she spat out, letter by letter.

      Daisy glanced towards Archie for support. ‘Luck? What about my hearing?’

      ‘The fact that you can hear stuff like lightning forming is possibly a freak acoustic accident with your eardrum that belongs to you and you alone, Daisy. My initial thoughts are that it comes from heading a football too much—’

      ‘Heading? I don’t really do heading—’

      ‘Yes, you do! Of course, you do! You’re a soccer player.’

      Daisy reeled. ‘What about your hands?’

      Isabella looked affronted. ‘The fact that the lightning hit my hands must be an oddity of particle dynamics which can, and will, be explained. I’m quite sure it has something to do with not only the mineral content in the soil the huge quantity caked over them just prior to the strike.’

      Daisy stared at her sister with her mouth open. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she spat. Her eyes lit up. ‘Then how come, Einstein, Archie managed to pull out a tree yesterday and dangled it over the bank of the track?’

      Isabella didn’t even flinch. ‘Archie’s strength was obviously from sheer determination at helping out his dear twin sister,’ she smiled, her eyes narrow. ‘And, of course this was greatly facilitated by the fact that the tree roots were entirely saturated—so it came away with ease.  I’m sure I could have done exactly the same in his circumstances.’

      ‘But you didn’t see the size of it!’ Daisy roared.

      ‘I know I didn’t but face it, kids, you both have a bit of a reputation for these kinds of stories—’

      A snort shot out of Daisy’s nostrils. ‘But you admit the storm and all those things you’ve just mentioned were true!’

      ‘A-ha!’ Isabella said. ‘As far as this goes, we have only your word. There are no other witnesses are there,’ she looked around, ‘apart from you two, and Old Man Wood.’

      Daisy gasped, her red eyes blazing with fury.

      Archie stepped in. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Isabella,’ he said. ‘What about the healing water?’

      ‘Easy, Archie. We’re in a hillside rich with complex blends of minerals and ancient volcanic dusts with, as yet, unknown healing properties that must have percolated up through core heat activity to make the pool.’

      ‘And Archie’s hair?’ Daisy added.

      Isabella hesitated. ‘Science can almost certainly answer that too. Probably something to do with the molecular properties of his follicles, the chemicals in his hair and the amount of product he uses in relation to the electrical charge from the lightning bolt which struck him.’

      ‘But I don’t use hair stuff—’

      ‘Yes, you do!’ Isabella stormed.

      ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘Daisy stole it ages ago, didn’t you?’

      Daisy nodded.

      ‘Everything must be explained rationally!’ Isabella yelled. ‘The kind of things we experienced do not happen by chance!’

      A rather awkward silence ensued, while Isabella’s voice echo faded away until only the gently bubbling of the pool returned to earshot.

      Archie took a deep breath.

      ‘Thing is, Isabella, none of us know what’s going on,’ he said, as sweetly as he could.

      Isabella squatted on to the floor and burst into tears. ‘I will not believe any of this has happened! None of it can be true, even though you make it sound like it has.’

      Daisy knelt down and draped a comforting arm around Isabella’s shoulder. ‘If it’s any consolation, sis, a scientific explanation probably does exist for all these things. But science measures things that are known. If they’re unknown, science attempts to understand, or prove, how the mysterious things in the world are known, in order to rationally configure how they exist. Therefore, it can’t prove things that aren’t understood or unknown yet, can it?’

      Everyone stared at her.

      Archie’s eyes zig-zagged as he tried to figure out what she’d said. ‘Jeez. When did you turn into a geek?’

      ‘Shut up, Archie,’ the girls said in unison.

      ‘Look, Bells,’ Daisy said, ‘one way or another, we’re going to have to figure out what’s going on. Coincidence or not, science or not, magic or not. Whatever it takes, okay?’ she gave her sister a kiss on the cheek. ‘My guess, from looking at these wall pictures, is that we’ve got to find a giant stone book or tablet somewhere. So, when we get out of here, all we have to do is find a supersized book.’

      ‘And you know what they say about giant books?’ Archie said.

      The girls looked at him blankly.

      ‘Masses of words!’ he replied.

      Isabella tried incredibly hard not to smile but eventually she wiped her nose and gave Archie a playful shove, before hugging her sister. ‘I never thought you could be so smart, Daisy. I’m sorry about calling you stupid.’

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ Daisy replied. ‘Made it all up to make you feel better.’

      Isabella stared at her sister, not entirely sure whether to bash her or not.

      While Isabella and Archie teased each other about Archie’s book joke, Daisy ran to one of the pictures, studied it for a short while and quietly slipped to the far end of the cavern.

      ‘I’ve found something,’ she yelled over, excitement in her voice.

      The others looked up.

      ‘It better be good,’ Archie replied, nonchalantly.

      ‘It is. It’s this invention commonly known as "stairs",’ she said.

      ‘I’ve looked already,’ he said, ‘and there aren’t any.’

      But when they looked in her direction again, she wasn’t there.
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      Never in his wildest dreams had Cain’s black-bearded elfin servant, Schmerger, imagined that Cain would come alive. For the few hours that Cain had been back in the palace, his servant sensed the power of the man, the presence and the fabled aura of Cain’s imperious majesty and power.

      In no time, news was spreading across Cain’s planet of Havilah that their leader had returned and already, there was hope that this strange ruler, dormant as a helpless spirit for thousands of years, might finally be able to restore the planet to greatness once more.

      Schmerger wondered if it was fate.

      Havilaria City, the capital of Havilah, once the melting pot of all the worlds, once a bustling and lively place where vices were ignored, ruthlessness admired, and riches abounded. In all the worlds, this great city—one of excitement and opportunity—was enjoyed by all but the most pious of individuals. Even under Cains careful rule, fun and pleasure epitomised living here, hand in hand with the dangers it invariably bred.

      After Cain’s capture, after his trial by the council of One Hundred, and after his sentence to death by burning, his spirit had remained here in exile forever on this planet. Helpless, as nothing more than a ghost, Cain watched as the city deteriorated until it groaned in decay. His once vibrant world had slipped, over millennia, into ruin.

      The new Cain, Schmerger thought, had reappeared as a half-ghost with the outline of a human boy, a teenager he supposed, with fat lips and a head of thick human hair and crammed full of vigour. Cain had combined with this youth to form a body that was made up entirely of re-generating black and grey ash leaving a mess behind him at his every turn which made the old servant wince. At first, he wondered if this really was Havilah’s estranged, master? But, as Schmerger came to terms with the dynamism and fervour of his revived master, there was little doubting it.

      Cain had returned, albeit without his magic or without his legendary power but with a sharpness, a brilliance and an edge of a man who meant to restore his land to splendour once more.

      For the first time in aeons, Cain had the ability to rule and his demands were ceaseless. The messages he gave endless. Dictates to all the tribes and the species of Havilah ran through so many scrolls that Schmerger ordered his scribes to break into the archives and white-wash old scrolls from the vast storage caverns within the hillside so they could be re-used.

      Cain had demanded immediate allegiance from the ancient human tribes, the elves, the ogres and the giants. His method was clear. He was back and he demanded nothing less than loyalty, or death.

      Schmerger knew this action was borne on a wave of fanatical hope and fear rather than any real physical threat. Speed was of the essence.

      Schmerger was an old elfin type, with a neat, long black beard, thick greying eyebrows and a nose that stretched pointedly outwards. He needed a break. After years of inactivity, the sudden demands for action had caught him, like everyone else, unawares.

      Schmerger, elated by the sudden rush of work, felt invigorated; the new Master had requirements no-one could have foreseen; a kitchen; cooks; a well for fresh human water; flushing latrines; a soft bed.

      Once, long ago, all of these had existed. Now Schmerger summoned the old maps and instructions for human inhabitation. And he had called upon the elven community to attend, to serve. Without hesitation and to his relief, they came from every nook and cranny of Havilaria, elves, desperate for change, attended his hourly meeting points. Under Schmerger’s watchful eye, they studied the old scrolls and set about reconstructing the palace for their new Master. Teams of workers began what he called the ‘Great Cleansing’ of the palace.

      Already, Schmerger’s bandy legs ached from marching after this strange ashen creature and his scrawny fingers throbbed from making endless notes, and his brain verged on overload. For the first time in years, Cain had the energy to rule Havilah as the great nation it once was. He demanded writing paper and had set about dictating edicts and demands of loyalty from the distant tribes, dotted throughout the lands.

      The servant closed the huge door to the great chamber where Cain, in this new ashen form, lay resting atop a soft, giant bed that stretched for twenty paces in each direction. Schmerger bowed low as he entered, noting how his master’s body lay collapsed, he thought, with tiredness.

      Schmerger, took in the mess where ash had freely fallen off the new Cain, even as he slept. The amount of cleaning up after his master, he sensed, was going to multiply hugely. Already, he didn’t have the staff. And the sheets on this bed in particular were notoriously difficult to wash and iron at the best of times.
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      Cain felt an arm stretch out wide and bend briefly before flexing at the elbow and relaxing. Cain realised the boy within him was directing their limb without him and the feeling was thrilling, intoxicating even.

      This blending or, he supposed, fusing of spirit, blood, and flesh, had happened so fast that he hadn’t known if the boy would survive. Nothing like the gelling of a spirit and a boy had ever happened before. Now he had, once again, an extraordinary feeling of being. Was this sensation the same for the boy? Did the boy realise he might control both of them without his interference?

      Up until this moment, Cain had purposefully forced every movement upon the boy because he needed to be in command.  The spirit knew full well that time had taken its toll on every area of his planet and, up until a short while ago, Cain had been unable to do anything about it. That was going to change, and fast.

      Their hand moved—without his aiding—to their face where it made to scratch their nose. Ash crumpled off and drifted to the floor, more ash growing back in its place. Cain couldn’t have imagined how wonderful it was to have a nose again, even if looked like rather a big, fat nose, and even if his sense of smell was tainted by the constant tang of soot.

      Better still was actually seeing again, even if his distorted vision was like looking through opaque glass.

      Admiring his hazy outline in a mirror, he’d seen the ashen outline of both the boy and himself. Thick, swept back hair, larger lips than he remembered and, curiously, empty, ashen eye sockets, which lacked eyeballs. Nevertheless, he had a form of vision and he’d been nothing short of astonished to gaze upon his shapely, strong legs, large biceps, and his thick neck.

      Seeing, was so much better than relying on his sixth sense; this understanding of energy that he had, over millennia, come to rely upon.

      Cain waited as the arm fell back to its place beside their new body. As it did, he reached in with his energy and manipulated the boy’s fingers. He chuckled. They moved—at his bidding!

      The ghost allowed himself to smile, noticing how he could feel the corners of his mouth curling up ever so slightly. He marvelled at his huge stroke of fortune but also wondered, quietly, if he would ever quite get used to this curious union.

      Cain’s thoughts turned to the three children. These three children were the Heirs of Eden, meaning that they would be the ones who represented all human life on Earth to prove that humankind’s evolution over time had worked.

      Cain could still not believe that such a momentous task had been given to children. When men lived to be a thousand years, he thought, children of this age would be considered little more than babes. Cain smirked. Maybe, in this eon, humans simply grew up and developed faster. If Earth’s fate rested in the hands of youth, he mused, then it would not be long before he himself might rule over the whole universe. Had the energies of the universe gone awry? Was humanity on Earth so desperate?

      He had the strange creature called Asgard to thank for alerting him to this predicament. Asgard was a dreamspinners, one of the elders of an ancient, mysterious species that spun dreams to all living things. Dreamspinners lived suspended in the universe, watching over Earth, Havilah and the other planets from any point in the vast wilderness of space.

      Asgard’s elongated alien-like spider-like form was marked by long, wiry, arms and six legs. He had a bulbous head with cavernous oval black eyes, and a churning hole of electric light where an abdomen would otherwise be. Asgard called this light his ‘maghole.’

      This magical creature had approached Cain out of his own disbelief over the choice of Heirs of Eden. Cain smiled at this huge stroke of fortune. He had used Asgard’s maghole to travel to all corners of the universe, bringing an end to his exile on Havilah after thousands of years. Who would have thought it possible?

      What a remarkable turn of events. After so long stuck on crumbling Havilah, Cain realised he might now call the shots and exercise his authority on Earth.

      Things hadn’t gone entirely to plan. The laughably simple, yet brilliant idea of joining his body together with the boy Heirs of Eden, Archie, had, to his astonishment, come within a fraction of this reality. How close to universal domination he had been? But Cain knew that so long as he had the ability to travel anywhere he wanted through Asgard’s maghole, and with Earth’s demise almost inevitable, there would be other opportunities.

      Cain stretched an arm out on the bed, noticing how a finger fell away and crumpled onto the sheets. The digit re-grew in an instant. He mulled over the sequence of yesterday’s events.

      Archie de Lowe, that scrawny boy, one of the three Heirs of Eden with a power the child did not even recognise had deceived him as the storm broke. He had swapped with his friend, Kemp, who was the boy residing inside Cain now, and run off, cheating death. But he knew that fusing with any human was better than having no human at all.

      Even so, these three young Heirs of Eden were hard to fathom. While the surrounding area on Earth where they lived had been ravaged by rain and mudslides, these young Heirs of Eden had survived.

      Cain’s mood turned darker, a rage building.

      The boy part of him shifted deep in his core.

      How had the old man arrived at the cave just as he was about to join with the Heirs of Eden, Archie, all for himself? What did they call the old fool now? Was it Old Man Wood, or something equally absurd? And how had Old Man Wood recovered his wits to find and drag the young Heirs of Eden to the safety of the healing waters in the cave of secrets?

      Cain gritted his teeth, noting how they disintegrated in a puff of grey dust, regenerating moments later. Did these children, these supposed Heirs of Eden, have the faintest idea what they were doing or what awaited them? Did they understand anything?

      Cain guffawed. How could they? The riddles for the finding the sacred tablet-stones were designed for grown men. Men versed in magic, educated in battle, long in wisdom, and learned in the ways of nature.

      In any case, he thought, what came next for those on Earth? Cain tried to remember the old prophecy. First flooding, then disease. Cain chuckled. Yes, of course. Disease came next.

      The pathetic Heirs of Eden, these three de Lowe children, may have overcome the trials of the storm but that really was only the beginning. From the moment the storm broke, they had seven Earth days to unearth and understand the riddles that would lead them to three stone tablets.

      Cain listened for the boy inside him and heard, faintly, the sleepy growls of a snore. It had a strangely calming effect. Even if these young Heirs of Eden had been visited by the vagaries of fortune, fortune, he knew, never hung around for long.
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            Gus And Sue

          

        

      

    

    
      Sue scanned the endless horizon and whistled. ‘Sublime and ridiculous,’ she said.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Gus said as he wrestled with his penknife and a can of tuna.

      ‘OK. So, we survive a monsoon in a geriatric rowing boat with a ridiculous name, which could sink at any moment—’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with calling a boat ‘The Joan of,’ Gus said, smiling.

      Sue raised her eyebrows. ‘Anyway, thanks to your sublime wood-working skills we’re still alive, but like fools we wake up in a piddly vessel on the sea miles from anywhere in another perilous situation. Therefore, ridiculous.’

      Gus flashed a toothy smile and poured the brine off into a cup. ‘Well, if you hadn’t fallen asleep at your post, none of this would have happened.’

      ‘Gus, are you blaming me?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ he mocked. ‘I entirely blame you. You should have woken me up rather than snuggle up.’

      ‘But you looked so sweet,’ Sue said, her face flushing. She turned away.

      Gus didn’t know if he should read anything into her comment. He’d never had a girlfriend. He’d never given girls any serious thought before, but here he was, fourteen years old and mature for his age. Most of his friends had dallied in some form of relationship. He thought about his interaction with girls and found that, although he was friendly with many, like Daisy de Lowe and Poppy in his class, Sue was the first girl he’d ever really talked to about stuff. Stuff like life and parents and feelings. Up till now, girls could have been aliens; they did things differently and they talked in a strange way.

      Gus offered Sue first go at the brine that sat on top of the tuna.

      ‘Oh really, do I have to?’

      ‘Yes. Everything that can be eaten must be eaten and that’s an order. No wastage allowed.’

      She rolled her eyes and pinched her nose, swallowing the tangy bitter juice. It stuck to her gums and her face contorted in disgust.

      She handed the rest over to Gus.

      ‘I’ve never had a proper boyfriend,’ she said, moving next to him and leaning on his shoulder.

      ‘And I’ve never had a girlfriend,’ Gus said, cringing. He felt his muscles tense. She smelt wonderful, like a juicy peach. Seated so close to one another there was no way of denying it; she was fabulous, even if her breath smelled a bit... fishy.

      He sipped on the brine and spluttered.

      She laughed and when he’d stopped coughing, she stared into his eyes. Gus was the most amazing person she’d ever come across. He’d saved her life. If they didn’t make it, he’d smile right to the bitter end, she thought. Wasn’t that amazing?

      For some reason, she felt safer being with him than anyone else knew.
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            Mrs Pye

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs Pye had no idea how long she’d been asleep, but she woke suddenly to find a dim light filtering in through the windows and the fire smouldering in front of her.

      Eden Cottage was as quiet as she could remember. She wore this sense of loss like a ball and chain. She missed the de Lowe children who she had looked after their whole lives, stepping in with Old Man Wood as surrogate parents whenever the children’s real parents had to leave the farm on business matters.

      In the kitchen, she put the kettle on the stove and stared out of the windows as morning light rose over the vale below her. She gasped. A lake—or was it the sea—filled the valley below?

      Nearer the farm, trees lay in a wretched jumble. Her heart sank.

      She hobbled about, wondering if she should go outside and look for the children. But what if they returned only to find an empty home? That wouldn’t be right and, in any case, the old man would bring them back, wouldn’t he? He had a knack of doing that.

      After all, Old Man Wood had found her all those years ago. She was barely alive, so they said, deep in the forest at the bottom of a gorge. He’d carried her home for many miles. Old Man Wood would do the same with the children. She felt it in the marrow of her bones. There was something right about this feeling, a special quality the old man had that she couldn’t quite lay a finger on.

      If he couldn’t do it, who else could?

      She made bread, washed up, and when all was done, shuffled out of the back door to gather up the five filthy rugs she had found on Old Man Wood’s bedroom floor.

      Strange little things, she thought. Like hearth rugs but lighter and, as she realised when she gripped the fabric, stronger.

      A cloud of dust fell blew out of one when she gave it a small whack, even though it was slightly damp. She knew Old Man Wood didn’t like her in his room, and duly stayed away, but why oh why hadn’t these little rugs been washed before?

      For a brief moment, she had a good mind to toss them in the rubbish bin. Then again, she thought, trying to make out if there was a pattern on them, she might as well let them finish drying and slip them back in Old Man Wood’s room, disgusting though they still were. He’d never know they’d gone.

      She’d pop them in the washing machine when the power returned, if and when the electricity came back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Six

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Cain’s Plan

          

        

      

    

    
      Cain watched his chest rise and his thoughts moved back to the strange dreamspinners. They were like peculiar wispy elfin ghosts, who darted invisibly around the universe. It was strange how they operated in such deep secrecy, providing a service that was taken for granted by every single living thing in the universe.

      Dreamspinners were wisps of particles and matter, dedicated to their job of making and giving out dreams, but they did not concern themselves too closely with other life forms. Asgard, the dreamspinner who had come to him, had quickly realised that these young Heirs of Eden were not up to the task of finding the three tablets. Asgard knew that if the Heirs of Eden failed, there would be no more dream spinning for the dreamspinners. And Asgard knew that the only way to keep dream powders coming meant seeking his help.

      But why him? Did Asgard know more than he’d let on? Was there really no one else?

      Cain noticed, for the very first time, a gentle, rhythmical beat within his chest cavity.

      A heart.

      Cain coughed, momentarily forgetting to breathe at the same time as the boy inside him. My goodness, he thought. Beneath this strange exterior, he had a beating heart. He placed an ashen hand up to their chest and pressed gently. The hand slipped beneath folds of soft dust before he felt the warm, soft core of the body within him. He noted the steady patter of his heart’s rhythm and sat in silence for a while, the gentle thump ricocheting around his entire frame.

      What next? Cain thought, as he removed his hand from his chest and shook off the dust. He wondered what the Heirs of Eden were doing right now. Stuck, no doubt, arguing about their petty lives and their adolescent troubles.

      To succeed, Cain remembered, they would require skills of observation to find the clues were painted on the cave walls. And if by a miracle they discovered those, they would need cunning and speed and immense strength to get out.

      He laughed, his chest vibrating, ash spilling over the bedclothes. And yet they were weak, foolish children who had from the moment the storm started, seven days to save the planet. Even if they did escape the cave, they would still have to find the three deeply hidden tablets in, what, five days?

      Cain allowed himself to smile, catching his bottom lip. Oh, happy, happy Earth days! With any luck the little Heirs of Eden would end up buried in the cave with dear, forgetful Old Man Wood. At least then they would be spared having to witness the rapid destruction of Earth, first from the storm, then disease followed by a break up of the entire planet; an outcome they were supposed to prevent.

      Maybe he should pay them a visit and see how they were getting along.

      He felt a long breath of air fill his new lungs, as the spark of an idea gathered in a dark corner of his mind. If the disease begins to spread from where the storm began, then maybe with his new friend Asgard, he could help speed things up.

      He listened as the silence of the night was interrupted by the blissful sound of breathing.

      What if he was able to add the disease particles—the lethal pathogen—into human dreams?  And what if the dream-giving dreamspinners were to spread it that way? In a couple of nights, Asgard’s dreamspinners would accelerate humankind’s demise on Earth almost instantaneously.

      A numbness, like a freezing chill, rushed through him. A sense of utter brilliance filled him entirely. He’d put humanity out of its misery—as they were doomed anyway.

      Cain stroked his chin. Was this the greatest idea of all time? To make the plan work for the dreamspinners, they could manufacture the dream powders here in Havilah. By the time most of the world had received dreams from his new dream powders made from the spider webs of Havilah, Earth wouldn’t be worth saving.

      Furthermore, if the boy Heirs of Eden, Archie, knew of this, he might come willingly into his body to ensure himself lasting life on Havilah. The lone survivor of the human race.

      Cain opened his eyes. Through the boy’s clouded vision he stared out of the large window that overlooked the city of Havilaria. Where thousands of years ago lights filled the view, now only a couple of distant fires flickered. His mind crackled with a sense of excitement.

      He felt a renewed sense of optimism that his dream of seeing the city of Havilaria lively and bustling once again might very soon come true.

      His spirit soared as he realised that this was the way his people might be resurrected. They had been frozen and trapped in domed puddles for millennia, the result of a magical spell that had backfired; a gamble he had made and an error all of his own making. He had been unable to release his human citizens back. Now, the road would finally be clear. After the longest time imaginable, Cain thought, his frozen people would awaken from their glass prisons and breathe life into this land once more.

      Cain urged the boy to wake up. He needed to sit. Actually, he needed to run. With his people back, he might lay claim to the one thing he had longed for, the greatest prize of all which had always been just out of reach. The planet where every living thing was originally formed, the same planet which had shut itself down thousands of years ago in order to end a mighty war.

      This was the place the Heirs of Eden had to find, yet it would take a miracle for them to open this desolate land. They would not survive the task ahead of them, and there would be nothing left to stop him.

      Cain stood up and spread his arms out wide. He roared, his voice echoing into the huge grimy ceiling. ‘My time has come at last! The lost planet, the birthplace of all creation, the Garden of Eden, will finally be mine!’
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      ‘The stairs are over here,’ Daisy yelled. It isn’t hard to find—’

      ‘We don’t have weird super-eyes like you, Daisy, remember,’ Archie replied.

      Daisy beckoned them to a tiny, almost invisible gap that opened up when viewed from a certain angle but otherwise looked identical to the cave wall. ‘Clever, huh?’ she said. ‘When you squeeze through, you’ve got to turn sharply, like this.’ She disappeared again.

      Archie’s fingers found the entrance and he eased himself in. ‘It’s a bit tight isn’t it—’

      ‘Just mind your head,’ Daisy quipped, ‘or you’ll damage the walls.’

      He touched his hair and threw her a fake smile.

      Daisy moved up a couple of steps out of the way. ‘Oh, and the stairwell goes miles up. Isabella won’t know what’s hit her. She’s going to feel it in her legs.’

      Old Man Wood’s frown grew. ‘How am I supposed to get in there?’ he complained. ‘And what about my things?’

      They could see his point. The opening was wide enough for them, but not for a large man like Old Man Wood. Isabella barged past him and through the gap.

      ‘Crawl—on your side—you should be able to make it,’ Daisy said, trying to be helpful.

      Old Man Wood continued to stare at the gap. He was an old man, not a bendy child.

      Isabella held out a hand. ‘Your hard hat,’ she said. ‘Archie, as you’re the smallest, you bring his rucksack.’ She sniffed the air and pulled a face. ‘Come on. Can’t wait all day.’

      She turned to Old Man Wood. ‘We’ll go on ahead. See what’s at the top. Come at your own pace.’

      The children wound their way up the narrow, dark stairwell, each foot feeling for the risers while their feet scuffed the floor like sandpaper. Soon a rhythm built up, their feet trusting that the next riser was roughly equal to the one before, the stairs twisting up and up like a never-ending corkscrew.

      After several minutes, Isabella stopped and held her sides. Her heart thumped. ‘This is exhausting,’ she said as the echoes died down.

      ‘You’re seriously unfit,’ Daisy said.

      ‘Actually, I’m hungry and freaked out, OK? And I just want to get out of here,’ she said. ‘It’s like we’re stuck in a weird, stupid dream playing a game where we have to stay alive.’

      ‘Yeah, I get that,’ Daisy said. ‘But we survived the first bit, so what makes you think we can’t do the rest?’

      Isabella reached out into the dark and rested her hand on what she hoped was Daisy’s shoulder. ‘You sort of died, Daisy. Did you know that? I saved you, although it doesn’t make much sense now...’

      Daisy leant into the curving wall. ‘I don’t remember.’

      ‘Well, lucky you,’ Isabella said.

      ‘I thought it was Old Man Wood’s medicine, Repulsive Mix—’

      ‘He calls it Resplendix Mix,’ Isabella said, remembering the two drops on her tongue last night. ‘Powerful stuff,’ she said. ‘Like rolling naked in stinging nettles and eating burning hot coals.’

      ‘For some reason it didn’t work on you at the time, Daisy,’ Isabella said, remembering how she’d sent a pulse of energy over her. She couldn’t bear to think about it. ‘How about you, Archie? Remember anything?’

      Archie thought for a minute. ‘I got fried—’

      Daisy laughed, the sound echoing up the stairs and back again. ‘Yup. And landed your weird hair—’

      ‘Archie’s steely hair isn’t funny,’ Isabella snapped. ‘Nor are your red eyes, or my stupid holey-hands.’

      Daisy scowled back. ‘Who said it was funny? I just said it was weird.’

      ‘Well, yes—it is very odd, highly illogical’ Isabella agreed. ‘Nothing makes sense.’ She needed to change the subject. ‘Anyway, just imagine the devastation out there after the storm.’

      Archie rolled his eyes. ‘You really think so?’

      ‘Let’s say the river is fifteen metres above sea level, and there were approximately five hours of water at a couple of inches of rain per minute. That’s more than ten metres of water, Archie. Now augment that with the water pouring off the hills and the spring tide and lunar situation...’ Isabella frowned and her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘The Vale of York will be underwater. Everything submerged. Only the top of York Minister—’ And, although she didn’t say it out loud, she hoped like mad that her best friend Sue, and all their other friends were okay, too.

      ‘I know this is awfully fascinating, Bells,’ Daisy interrupted, ‘but can we please get a move on? I really want to go home and lie in my bed at home.’

      ‘You think the farm will still be there?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Of course it will, you numpty. It’s on top of a hill overlooking the vale. If our cottage is underwater, then so is most of England.’

      The children shuffled upwards regaining the rhythm of the tight stairwell and the steep risers, climbing with both hands and feet. ‘You know,’ Isabella continued, stopping for a breather, ‘these stairs go on and on.’

      ‘Like someone else round here.’ Daisy said under her breath.

      ‘But you two are fit—’

      Archie chuckled. ‘Fitter than you, Isabella. But that’s not exactly difficult.’

      ‘Stop it, you two. I was only trying to give you a logical insight into what happened in the storm and a sense of the predicament we might find ourselves in when we get out of here.’

      ‘Isabella, you never make any sense,’ Daisy said, pushing her sister ahead. ‘I hate to tell you guys, but I have a very strong feeling this is just the start.’
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      When they emerged at the top of the narrow stairwell, they found themselves in another cave. Beams of light filtered through tiny holes in a large, circular pattern at the far end, around twenty paces away, giving the space the appearance of a sacred chapel.

      The children caught their breath, as their eyes became accustomed to the light. Beneath them lay a smooth, undulating rock surface that gave way every now and then to a patch of mud or a puddle of water. Water dripped from the ceiling, and each drip echoed in the quiet.

      From the roof of the cavern, which was as high as a small house, jagged edges forced their way out of the stone like giant, misshapen crystals. Along the sides, dripping water had shaped the sides into small alcoves.

      ‘See the problem?’ Daisy said, almost in a whisper so that the words didn’t crash back over them.

      ‘That’s a rock, isn’t it, blocking the way out?’ Archie said, his voice betraying his disappointment. ‘It’s stuck in like an egg in an egg cup’.

      They stared at a vast boulder whose massive, rotund base sat in the ground as chinks of light illuminated the edges. The problem was obvious; to get out, they would need to roll away the gigantic boulder.

      A deep muffled boom echoed up the stairwell.

      Archie raised his brows. ‘Fifty pounds he’s wedged in.’

      ‘You don’t even have fifty quid,’ Daisy said.

      They hurried back to the stairwell.

      ‘Are... you... all right?’ Archie yelled.

      A few moments later an echo returned, the sounds crashing into one another making them incomprehensible.

      ‘I’ll go down,’ Archie said. ‘There’s no way he’ll hear us from here.’ After a couple of minutes, encased in the musty darkness of the stairwell, he slowed and tried again. ‘Where... are... you?’

      ‘Still... at... the... bottom,’ the old man replied, taking in to account the reverberating noise. ‘Jammed... in... good... and... proper.’
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      Sweet apples alive, Old Man Wood thought as he ran his leathery hands over the walls, trying to find a nodule to grip onto. He groaned. The problem was that the more he struggled, the more stuck he became.

      If he could get back down—and it was a big "if"— he would have no choice but to head back out into the swirling waters thick with flotsam and jetsam. He would have to swim for his life, and he hated swimming.

      He wriggled, twisting one way then the other, and managed to slip down a step. His outstretched foot touched a protruding stone and, using it to lever his body round, he pressed down hard; only to feel the stone retract into the step.

      Before he had time to gather himself, a clunking noise filled the stairwell, followed by grinding and crunching and crushing sounds. Old Man Wood covered his head with his free arm, waiting for rocks to come crashing down upon him.

      None came and, much to his astonishment, the stairwell walls began to pull back until a crashing boom sounded and the noise echoed eerily until eventually it ceased. The stairwell, much to his astonishment, was now at least a foot wider.

      ‘Well, apples alive,’ he mumbled, as he sat down and mopped his brow. ‘Just in the nick of time. What sort of person would design something like this? And why?

      Old Man Wood dusted himself down, pulled himself together and stood up.

      ‘What’s... going... on... down... there?’ he heard.

      ‘Don’t... you... worry,’ Old Man Wood said, as he began his ascent. ‘I’m... coming... up... littluns!’

      He trundled on, finding a rhythm, stopping on three occasions to catch his breath. At the summit he sat down, taking in large gulps of air as the others gathered around. ‘Apples alive! Two hundred and twenty-two steps,’ he said. ‘High ones and all.’

      ‘What happened?’ Archie asked. ‘How did it widen?’

      Old Man Wood wiped his brow. ‘Must’ve touched a lucky stone, that’s all.’

      ‘A lucky stone?’ Isabella repeated.

      ‘Oh yes,’ Old Man Wood replied. ‘Extremely lucky.’
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      Trapped inside Cain’s ashen body, Kemp twisted in pain.

      He should have run off like his friend, Archie, rather than bend to the crackpot will and desires of a deranged ghost. He would have been better off dead, rather than being left alive and having to endure this persistent torture.

      So, Kemp thought bitterly, why didn’t Cain damn well look after him? The ghost had no understanding of real rest, or other requirements of human beings. Every action forced upon him felt as if rods of red-hot iron had permeated every nerve, muscle, and sinew in his body.

      He’d given himself over. He’d put the ghost’s coat on and became a body of ash. Right now, it looked like a terrible decision. Perhaps he should have run away, or stolen a car and driven off, or tried to escape the storm a different way. He had thought that Cain was his only option if he wanted to survive the storm. Another jolt of pain shot up his side. Reluctantly, he moved forward, placing one tired leg in front of the other as the ghost demanded.

      Cain roared often and punched his subordinates freely. His fists hurt. His head hurt. His brain whirred.

      On top of this, Cain was constantly rushing from one strange place to the next without a proper rest, without food and without water. Dizziness had become his constant companion. Soon, he suspected, it would kill him. But would the spirit care? The spirit didn’t appear to care about anything.

      Worse still, he couldn’t even complain.
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      Isabella leant on the six-foot-high and eight-foot-wide boulder and groaned. It was all that stood between them and the fresh air outside. Stains marked the boulder’s surface with streaky patterns where the rainwater had leached down, the light grey stone now lined with blue and black veiny hues.

      Maybe, she thought, it was one of those things that only needed a push. Isabella stepped back a couple of paces and charged at the boulder with her shoulder.

      A moment later she shrieked and fell to the floor.

      Daisy laughed.

      ‘Oh! shut up, Daisy,’ Isabella barked. She got up, turned, gritted her teeth and tried to push the boulder again.

      Archie could hardly believe it. ‘What are you doing? That’s up there with the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen. Not even Daisy would try something as moronic as that.’

      Daisy nodded.

      Isabella thumped the floor. ‘It’s just that... just that I’m hungry and I want to go home and I want to know if Sue and Gus survived and... this is so preposterous and unfair and infuriating after everything we’ve been through.’

      Best friends since birth, this was the longest time Isabella had spent without speaking to Sue and she didn’t like it. She missed her friend more than she ever thought she would.

      ‘But pushing it isn’t going to help,’ Archie said. ‘That boulder must weigh more than ten tonnes. You’re a fraction of that weight in comparison. You’re the scientist, do the maths.’

      Isabella frowned, sat down and let her straight brown hair fall over her face, hiding her tears. Aside from the gentle trickle of water cascading through the chamber, silence filled the cavern as the four of them sat and racked their brains.

      A short while later, Archie jumped up as an idea formed in his mind. He turned to Old Man Wood. ‘You said you touched a lucky stone? Was it like a lever or a knob? Did you push it in, pull it, or did it fall to the side?’

      Old Man Wood thought for a second. ‘Pushed it with my foot—’

      ‘Well then, if this lump opened up the stairs, why not another to detach the boulder?’

      Isabella studied him curiously. ‘You think so?’

      Archie shrugged. ‘We haven’t got much else to work with, unless you’ve got a better idea? Whatever this place is, it has been designed by someone pretty smart—so chances are that he built more than one escape route. What do you think?’

      The others shrugged.

      ‘I suggest we start hunting for odd pieces of stone that stick out, you know, secret devices like you see in the movies.’

      ‘Cool,’ Daisy said, twiddling a blond curl of hair with her finger. ‘Let’s scour—I’ll start over there.’

      They went to different parts of the cave and twisted, pushed, and poked every little cavity. Nothing worked. Not a wobble, a flicker, or a nudge.

      The big boulder remained exactly where it was.
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      ‘Chef!’ The headmaster called out.

      ‘Yes, Boss,’ the portly figure replied.

      ‘How much food did you bring?’

      ‘Thanks to you, Boss, we should have enough for the next three meals.’

      ‘Make it stretch to six.’

      ‘Six! But without a cooker, a significant amount of it is inedible.’

      ‘You need a fire?’ Solomon said. ‘Then I suggest you start dismantling some of the furniture. The tables and chairs stacked in here will do nicely. We have plenty of books you can use as tinder. Headmaster for twenty years, Solomon didn’t relish the prospect of dismantling his beloved life’s work, but stranded here with the surviving pupils after the storm he felt he had no choice.

      ‘But there’s nothing to cook on, Boss.’

      Solomon looked around. ‘What sort of thing do you need?’

      ‘Saucepans, frying pans. You know, usual kitchen kilter.’

      The headmaster spotted a suit of armour in the corner beside a large stone fireplace. ‘Would the armour of Sir Guilleme of Aquataine be suitable? You could adapt the helmet as a saucepan and the breastplate as a frying pan? The leg armour, arm bracers and gauntlets might also come in handy. I imagine the steel is of a decent quality.’

      Chef looked at him astonished. ‘Isn’t that a rather rare antique?’

      Solomon looked out of the window and surveyed the devastation around. Nothing but water for miles around. ‘The students in the room are a thousand times more valuable than this metal hulk. I imagine the armour is more than happy to be used for some good purpose rather than rusting away in a corner.’

      For the first time after a cold, sleepless night, the headmaster felt confident of keeping the fifty-seven children and the seven adults in the tower alive for the next few days. By now, the adults had gathered around him.

      ‘We need to ration,’ Solomon continued. ‘One meal in the morning; one in the evening. Let’s try to catch rainwater for drinking. For sanitation, we are indeed lucky that the tower was built when going to the toilet meant plopping out of hole in the overhang of the tower. That overhang still exists, but we’ll need to dislodge a few stones and have a few paperbacks on hand for the obvious. For starters, I’d leave a supply of books from the literary fiction section to wipe with first. Action and adventure—and, dare I say it, survival tomes—at this point might be unwise. Gather several containers of floodwater from the floor below for hand-washing purposes.’

      ‘What shall we do with the children?’ Mrs. Rose asked.

      ‘We need structure. We need to set some general rules, and we need a timetable for how our day might pan out,’  Solomon smiled. ‘We might as well have some fun, though. You two can devise some games.’

      ‘Games?’

      ‘Yes. Low energy but intellectually challenging pastimes to take everyone’s mind off things.’

      Mr Steele frowned. ‘There’s nothing in here to play with.’

      Solomon turned to him. ‘My dear old thing,’ he began. ‘This is a library, with over a thousand books. Not only can we read, but we can act out numerous plays, and dramas, and then, perhaps, we can use our imaginations.’

      Solomon beamed at them. ‘If you cannot come up with decent entertainment in these circumstances, my dear fellows, then you should probably consider your positions as teachers.’
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            Daisy Explains

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Anyone want to try pushing it?’ Archie said hopefully. They shook their heads, a feeling of deflation sweeping over them.

      Suddenly, Daisy sprang up.

      ‘Daisy? What is it?’

      ‘I’ve got an idea,’ she said. ‘Back in a mo.’ She ran the length of the cavern and disappeared down the dark stairwell, her footsteps echoing behind her.

      Archie stood up, as though he had instinctively understood her. ‘Old Man Wood, exactly where were you when you touched this "lucky stone"?’

      ‘Now, then,’ the old man began. ‘I hadn’t got very far. First step—’

      ‘That’s it!’ Archie cried. ‘We’re looking in the wrong place! The clue must be on the walls in the chamber, down there—not up here.’

      Without hesitation he shot off after his twin sister leaving Isabella and Old Man Wood looking at one another with an expression of admiration that they could manage this physical feat without a second thought, given their struggle to get up which had left them puffing and panting.

      When Archie appeared in the chamber below, Daisy was already studying the paintings on the walls again. Her lips moved as if she could read the story like a book, her eyes fixed in concentration. Occasionally, she moved close to the wall to brush dust off an image or icon, before stepping back to take in the whole scene. Archie was fascinated by the intensity of her stare. Her eyes shone as though a bright red light had been switched on inside her skull and directed out through each iris.

      Daisy stared at one particular section for some time. She stood captivated, her mouth open, a frown creasing her forehead. Archie followed suit and looked harder until he noticed the faint image of a cross-legged woman with a crown of leaves resting upon her head, sitting just behind a tree. Her eyes were dark patches, as if someone had coloured them in. Resting on a cushion in her lap, in the shape of a heart, was a locket.

      Archie’s mind raced and his heartbeat quickened.

      Archie thought he recognised this image. Before the storm, he, and the others, had had some troubling and strange dreams significantly about the storm. But now that he looked carefully he was sure that this woman, or a version of her, had featured in them heavily. And there were other things too. He realised he simply couldn’t remember and now he slightly regretted not writing them down the moment he’d woken up.

      The ghost Cain had appeared to him in the middle of the night, in fact, and had begged him to protect this woman. Although a lot of his memory was hazy, he remembered Cain well, for who could have forgotten such a cold, unsettling presence? According to Cain, this woman was his mother, called the Ancient Woman.

      Archie rubbed his front hair spike and noted how his follicles had hardened like steel. Why would the image he had dreamed about be on the wall of this cave?

      Were these images their destiny? Daisy certainly seemed to think so.

      Archie felt weak. The last time he had seen Kemp, Kemp had given himself to Cain so that Archie could escape. He hoped his friend was okay, wherever he was now.

      ‘You done?’ Daisy said, waving her hands in front of his face. ‘Woo-hoo! Anyone there?’

      ‘Sorry, miles away,’ Archie replied.

      ‘Have you taken all of this in, absorbed as much as you can?’

      Archie was a little confused. He looked around. ‘Er... yeah. Suppose so.’

      ‘Good,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘As you are fully aware, my brain is completely rubbish, so from now on, I’m relying on you.’ Daisy ran her hands through her curls and noted Archie’s blank expression. ‘Want me to explain?’

      ‘Explain what?’ Archie looked confused.

      ‘What’s going to happen, you numpty.’

      Archie smiled and nodded.

      ‘Right, you see that little picture at the base of the stairwell?’ Daisy pointed at it.

      ‘Uh?’ Archie squinted. ‘Oh, didn’t see that.’

      ‘Well, that shows us how we get out of here. Stroke of luck Old Man Wood pushed the other one, hey!’

      Archie stared at the wall. He couldn’t see anything. ‘Sure,’ he said dumbly.

      Daisy eyed him. ‘You have no idea, do you?’

      ‘Nah. Looks like whitewashed rock to me.’

      Daisy sighed. ‘Look again at the cave entrance, Archie?’

      Archie reddened. He turned and his eyes led him from the steaming, bubbling pool, along the path of the stream, to the entrance.

      ‘Come on, Archie. There’s some kind of plastic film or glass blockade or weirdo trick holding the water back. We’re underwater!’ She marched over to the entrance, put her hands on the material and smacked it with her fist. A hollow, thick ring like a church bell replied.

      ‘Yeah, resin or glass or something,’ she said nonchalantly, as though this kind of thing happened every day.

      Now that she had reminded him, Archie saw the murky, swirling body of water behind it. He felt sick. ‘How did the screen even get there?’ he asked.

      Daisy shot him a look. ‘How should I know?’

      ‘What’s it doing?’ Archie said nervously. ‘Looks like it’s wedged in, like a thick sheet of ice.’

      ‘What do you think it’s doing?’ She hit it again, this time harder. A louder "dong" rang out.

      ‘Daisy! Don’t do that!’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘You’ll break it.’

      Daisy smiled. ‘It won’t break, Archie.’

      ‘How do you know? It might.’

      ‘Look,’ she said. ‘If and when it breaks, we’re in serious trouble. Actually, more like very, very, dead. But it’s not going to break—quite yet.’

      ‘Really?’ Archie croaked.

      She paced back to the wall. ‘These marks,’ she continued pointing to a very faint blur on the wall, ‘tell us that there are two levers. One to widen the stairwell, and the other to release the boulder—’

      ‘Of course,’ he said rubbing his chin.

      She moved in closer and pointed at them. ‘These marks... over here.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Archie said moving in too high.

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘these two.’

      Archie shook his head.

      ‘Whatever,’ Daisy said. ‘Thing is, there’s one slight problem.’

      Archie nodded dumbly.

      ‘Well, you see these funny looking icons next to them?’

      Archie bent down. ‘Actually, no, not really.’

      Daisy tutted. ‘Well, they seem to indicate that the moment the lever is pushed the staircase begins to retract.’

      ‘Cool.’

      ‘No, Archie! Seriously uncool.’

      He frowned. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because when that happens that barrier over there cracks, and water starts pouring in.’

      Archie grimaced. ‘OK. Yup, not so cool.’ He turned to the entrance. ‘So that thing—’

      ‘Collapses, or dissolves, or something, while the person who pressed it has to rush up the stairs before it crushes them.’

      ‘Jeez.’

      ‘Your brain is finally stirring,’ Daisy said, rather triumphantly. ‘It’s all written here.’

      Silence filled the cavern as they thought through their situation.

      ‘If you’re right,’ Archie said at length, ‘we’re dead, whatever we do.’

      ‘I’m right, bro,’ she said. ‘That barrier is protecting a pretty big hole and as brain-box Isabella kept on telling us, there’s one hell of a lot of water out there. The cave entrance is now several metres below the water line of the river and the water level is higher than entrance to the cave. This means that water must stretch for miles above entire Vale of York like a vast lake. And water, as you know, always finds the easiest route—’

      ‘You seriously think that water stretches the whole way across the vale?’

      Daisy shot him a look as if his brain had a leak. ‘Of course it does,’ she said. She pointed at the covered entrance. ‘When it goes—’

      ‘The pressure of water flooding in would be like firing a tsunami up the stairs,’ Archie concluded.

      ‘Correct-a-mundo,’ Daisy said, punching him lightly on the shoulder. ‘Now you’re getting the picture.’

      They stared at each other.

      ‘The longer we wait here,’ Archie whispered, ‘the higher the water rises and the greater the pressure.’ It was beginning to sink in.

      ‘Yeah, something like that.’

      ‘God almighty. Even deader,’ Archie said. ‘Have you got a plan?’

      ‘Me? Nope. But if there was ever a time for Isabella’s brains to come up with something, it’s right now.’
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            Good News, Bad News

          

        

      

    

    
      The twins held their sides, doubled over, catching their breath. Climbing the stairs again had not been easy.

      ‘There’s good news,’ Archie panted, ‘and there’s bad news. Which do you want first?’

      ‘The good news.’

      ‘OK,’ Daisy said. ‘Give me a sec.’ She extended a leg and stretched her hamstring. ‘OK. So, the good news is, I’ve found the lever to move the boulder.’

      Isabella clapped her hands. ‘Brilliant!’ She noted her enthusiasm wasn’t shared. ‘And the bad news?’

      ‘Basically, we die if we activate it.’

      ‘Die—really? That’s pretty drastic.’ Isabella eyed both of them. ‘It’s another of your silly little jokes, right?’

      Daisy raised an eyebrow as Archie folded his arms across the chest.

      ‘You’re... you are kidding, aren’t you?’

      Their serious expressions said otherwise.

      ‘But I never saw any of this,’ Isabella countered. ‘Why didn’t I see it?’

      ‘I did though, Isabella,’ Daisy said. ‘I’m not really sure how these eyes work, but it’s on those walls, I promise. On my life.’

      Isabella listened as Archie and Daisy explained. Then she repeated it, just to be sure. ‘What you’re saying is that one of us has to press this lever and run like mad up two hundred and twenty-two stairs while the whole thing starts closing in and falling apart and water starts crashing through the cave opening. And then, and only then, will the boulder up here open.’

      ‘Yup,’ Daisy said blankly. ‘And then we have to move on to the next part of the puzzle, finding three eggs, if I’m not mistaken. Anyway, if we fail, it screws the world. Apparently.’

      Isabella wrinkled her nose and played with her straight brown hair and then stamped her foot hard down on the ground. ‘Ridiculous.’

      ‘Well, yes, it is,’ Daisy agreed, ‘but the longer we wait, the greater the water pressure, the harder it gets. Anyone want to volunteer?’

      Old Man Wood put his hand up. ‘I’ll do it.’

      Daisy smiled sweetly at the old man. ‘No, you’re far too old, big, and much too slow. Sorry. Anyone else?’ she looked at the receding faces of the others.

      Isabella cut in. ‘Daisy you’re nimble, quick... super-fit. It’s got to be you—’

      ‘Why don’t I do everything?’ Daisy replied, crossly. ‘Look, my legs are pretty stiff after yesterday’s football match.’ Star player for her school, Daisy had been left battered and bruised by the opposition even before yesterday’s storm. It had taken all the potency of Old Man Wood’s Resplendix Mix to revive her. ‘Besides,’ she continued, ‘I’ve just climbed up here for the third time. That’s six hundred and... er—’

      ‘Sixty-six.’

      ‘I knew that!’ Daisy fumed. ‘You do it? You’re two years older and you’ve only done it once.’

      Isabella was running out of excuses. ‘Archie. Come on—this is just up your street.’

      Archie shook his head. ‘I’m way slower than Daisy and I’ve done it twice.’

      Isabella smiled—her lips wavering. ‘Oh... oh, hell! All right. As usual it’s going to have to be me.’ Her lips quivered and then she burst into tears. ‘I hate this,’ she sobbed and wiped her eyes. ‘You’re right; you’ve done it twice. It’s only proper that it’s me. I hate this stupid, nonsensical stuff. It’s... it’s—’

      Old Man Wood moved in and enveloped her with a hug like a comfort blanket. ‘Now then, young Isabella. I’m not sure we have a choice, do we? You’re a strong runner so you’ll be just fine. I can feel it in my bones.’

      Daisy smiled. ‘I don’t mean to be pushy,’ she said, ‘but the longer we wait—’

      ‘Yes, yes I know. You’ve already told me,’ Isabella said. ‘Oh, Daisy, you’re finally finding some brains!’ She gave her sister a big hug, took a deep breath and steadied herself.

      ‘Old Man Wood, you stay here with Archie. Daisy, you’d better come with me and show me how these lever things work. When I’ve got it, get back up the stairs, and when you’re at the top, shout down. Everyone got that? I’ll push the lever, scream, and run for it. OK?’

      They nodded.

      Archie’s face had turned as pale as snow and his hair stood rigid. His dark eyes watered. ‘You’d better make it, sis,’ he said. ‘Go like the wind.’

      Old Man Wood furrowed his brow. ‘Good luck, young ‘un,’ he said, as she folded into him again. ‘Believe in yourself, little Isabella, and you’ll be just fine.’

      Quietly, Isabella turned and began the long walk down the steep, winding stairs with Daisy following on behind.
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      Prime Minister Kingsford was basking in the last of the season’s sun on his lounger by the pool of a villa on the Amalfi coast in Italy when the news broke. Three days into his break and the phones were going crazy. Typical, he thought. Of all the weeks! Here he was with his family, unwinding from the rigours of government, when an emergency of simply epic proportions springs out of nowhere.

      It was true; you never got time out in this job he mused, and with an election looming, he had needed just one week to recharge his batteries. And now this. Oh well, what did he expect?

      Running the country, he thought, was like looking after thousands of plates spinning on sticks and making sure that each person twiddling a stick kept it moving, If one plate fell, it became an event or an outcry or a scandal. When a whole pile of them crashed, the pointing finger of the media spotlight inevitably turned on him.

      He caught a helicopter back to the United Kingdom the following day to see it for himself. By the time he arrived, England’s heart lay in ruins. As the chopper flew north from London, he saw at first hand the extraordinary scenes beneath him. From as far south as Lincolnshire, through the Midlands, into South Yorkshire then on and up through the Vale of York between the Moors and Dales, he found a country underwater. Entire towns submerged, fields transformed into huge, muddy lakes, only occasionally interspersed by protruding islands of high ground.

      His leadership hung by a thread. Those damn media people. What on earth could he do about a biblical-style freak flood? Furthermore, the damage had been so sudden, so brutal and so unexpected. The meteorologists hadn’t picked out the storm as any huge matter for concern. No one foresaw the impending disaster.

      Coordinating a rescue effort in these conditions and setting up COBRA, the emergency government council, took time. Time which he realised they didn’t have. To the rest of the country, their efforts appeared disorganised and uncoordinated. ‘Too little action, too late’ the newspaper headlines screamed.

      It must look he thought, like utter shambles

      But they were doing everything they could.

      Victims of the storm were being found every hour, bloated and floating in the waters, thousands of people displaced, homes ruined, infrastructure wrecked, businesses destroyed and lives shattered. The difficulty was that the rains hadn’t let up enough to enable the waters to recede, while high tides meant the water had nowhere to go.

      From his vantage point in the chopper, the Prime Minister now understood how desperate the situation truly was. The military faced an uphill battle to coordinate a salvage operation in such adverse conditions. But, as the hours went by, fingers pointed accusingly at the Prime Minister.

      Worse still was the latest development. Word had reached the medical centres that a virus was spreading. The media had already latched on to it and world governments were clamouring for updates. Yet there was very little he could tell them. The only option was to meet the experts in North Yorkshire and find out what they knew first hand, so he might gauge what they were up against.

      Kingsford knew his way around a dilemma. Be seen and reach out to as many people he could. Make sure there were endless pictures and footage of himself offering to help. Make the right noises, be actively involved. With any luck, this virus would go away as medical centres were set up and he could return to London.

      The helicopter descended towards the peaks of the Yorkshire Dales. Kingsford gritted his teeth and readied himself for touchdown and the blaze of cameras.
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      ‘Right, Isabella,’ Daisy began, pointing at the stairs. ‘Here are the levers. That’s the higher protrusion Old Man Wood knocked with his foot. The bottom one—here—is the dude you need to worry about.’

      Isabella shook like a rattle.

      Daisy noticed and reached out for her hand. ‘Then run, Isabella.,’ she said, earnestly. ‘Run like you’ve got a seriously massive great monster after you. Got it?’

      Isabella’s eyes were wide open, her skin a sickly pale colour.

      ‘Don’t stop till you reach the top,’ Daisy continued. ‘Understand?’

      Her sister nodded.

      ‘Look, are you sure you can do this? I mean, I’ll do it... if you can’t.’

      ‘No, no, Daisy,’ she said pulling herself together. ‘You must be shattered. Call down when you’re ready. Gives me plenty of time to compose myself.’

      Daisy smiled, trying hard not to betray her nerves, and moved in close to give her sister a hug. ‘You can do it. Easily,’ she said, her voice croaking. ‘Piece of Mrs Pye’s cake, sis. Easy-peasy lemon-squeazy.’
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      Soon, Isabella heard a croaky, eerie voice echoing down, which sounded nothing like her sister’s voice.

      Time to push the stone.

      She ran her fingers through her hair, conscious that she was shaking almost uncontrollably. She inhaled deeply and tried to remember her relaxation classes. Centre yourself, be calm, she thought.

      Breathe.

      She moved out into the cave once more for a last look at the quiet, gentle steaming pool and the curious murals and the extraordinary seal covering the entrance. The stillness made her reflect on what had gone before and what was to come. When she was home, in her confines of her comfy room, she’d think it through, work out the events logically, like a scientist. Perhaps then the madness of their situation would be explained and vanish like a bad dream.

      She stretched her legs and moved in front of the protruding knob.

      Here goes, time to do it.

      She put her hand on the stone and leant on it with all her weight, waiting for something to give, something to click—anything.

      But, however hard she pushed, nothing happened.

      Isabella stepped back into the cavern and took in a lungful of air. Why wouldn’t the damn lever move? What if it’s stuck, jammed in some way? Perhaps she wasn’t strong enough?

      She gathered her strength and slammed her foot down on it. Still, it would not yield.

      ‘Right, you evil, stubborn, stupid thing,’ she roared. ‘I know what you need: a bloody great whack.’ She marched into the cave and scoured the ground.

      With considerable effort she rolled a boulder across the floor and squeezed it through the narrow entrance.

      On her knees, she manoeuvred it up to the first step and, wary that it might topple off, quickly heaved it up to the second step, followed by the third. On the fourth it wobbled and she caught it, pushing it back on the ledge.

      She breathed deeply.

      Four more steps to go and, with the correct aim and allowance for the curvature of the stairs, she’d roll it off and nail the lever.

      Her mood lifted.

      At the sixth step, she wondered whether it would be enough. Quickly she did another mass and velocity sum in her head and tried to work out if there might be enough momentum and downward force to utterly pulverise it.

      She cursed.

      Up to the seventh step. Now the eighth.

      ‘Right. Here you go—you horrible little, annoying, stubborn, nasty knob.’

      Her fingers slid underneath the overhanging stone.

      ‘Time to smash you into tiny little bits!’
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      Archie and Daisy listened, their ears straining, the silence unbearable. Archie nibbled his fingernails until he’d run through both hands. Occasionally, he’d wonder if he’d heard a sound, like a click or thud, and he’d peer nervously down the stairwell.

      Daisy shook her legs out, shut her eyes and imagined Isabella readying herself to push the stone lever, urging her to do so. She found that when she focused, she heard, quite clearly, Isabella’s gasps and groans and mutterings, but the words bounced off the walls, reaching her ears as garbled sequences of noise.

      The minutes passed. Daisy slumped down the wall. ‘What if she can’t do it?’ she whispered.

      Archie shrugged. ‘What if she’s not doing it right?’

      ‘There’s nothing to do wrong,’ Daisy replied.

      ‘Maybe it’s stuck—you know, jammed,’ Archie said. ‘It must be pretty old—’

      ‘Nah, I reckon her brain’s stopped... or she’s had a nervous breakdown...’

      They leaned back on the hard stone and closed their eyes.

      ‘Old Man Wood,’ Archie asked, ‘what do you think?’

      The old man stared at the wall as though completely lost, miles away, and shook his head. ‘Don’t know, littlun,’ he said.

      The twins shook their heads.

      ‘It must be at least ten minutes,’ Daisy said, nudging him.

      ‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ Old Man Wood lied. ‘Just preparing herself, like she does.’

      Daisy stood up and walked over to the stairwell. ‘She’s down there all right—I can hear grunts and scrapes. It’s as if she’s moving a stone, or a rock, or something.’

      ‘I can’t hear anything at all,’ Archie said, leaning over. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yep. Quite sure,’ Daisy replied, her voice quivering. ‘It’s not right, Archie. Something has gone terribly wrong.’

      Archie didn’t know what to say. He watched as Daisy drew a picture in the sand.

      She stared at it for some time. ‘Archie,’ she said, excitement in her voice, ‘I think I know why Isabella’s struggling.’

      He shrugged. ‘What is it?’

      ‘She needs to hit it with a pebble—a stone—something hard. I’ve got to tell her—all it needs is a tap, a tiny little tap.’
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      Kemp woke as a surge of Cain’s energy tugged on his tendons and yanked at his muscles, threading into the fibres of his body. Heat radiated from the nerve endings of his fingers down to the tips of his toenails.

      Kemp shrieked as the burning sensation hit him as if he’d been tossed into a bath of scalding water which forced him up and off the bed.

      Why wouldn’t Cain let him be? Did he have any idea of the damage he was doing?

      Putting one leg ahead of the other was like wading through treacle, and the treacle was filled with electrical current. Kemp found himself almost unable to move. He was in agony, famished and desperate to sleep.

      He found himself being forced to move through a huge room, in which he could discern the outline of just about the largest fireplace he’d ever seen. His head swam and he became aware of a door opening and then a hard table. His posture sat down on what he presumed was a chair.

      A platter arrived in front of him containing tiny foodstuffs like nothing he’d ever seen before. Slug-like creatures that wriggled, foul stinking jelly, and cakes consisting of insects and flies. Breakfast?

      His hand burned and he followed its directional path. Now his fingers burned. He picked up a gooey, snail-like object.

      Cain was encouraging him to eat.

      By the time the slimy snail arrived in their combined mouth, it was covered by a thick layer of ash. As the food morsel found its way into his body, he gagged. A burning pain shot up through his stomach and the snail flew across the room.

      No water had passed into his stomach the entire time he’d been within Cain. It was little more than a day but it felt like a month. He’d been offered a liquid but it was nothing like water, more like slime. Worse still, even though everything had an overbearing odour of ash, he caught its sulphuric stink, like rotten eggs.

      Every time he ate, and he’d tried every item laid before him, he spewed it back out. By now he was desperate for something. The bearded elf-like servant set another plateful in front of him. This time it was a slippery purple ball, the size of a ping-pong ball, with black and yellow pustules on it.

      Kemp could hardly bear to think about trying it, but a sharp ache shot into his head. He shut his eyes and he stretched out an arm. As he attempted to pick it up, Schmerger, the servant, appeared with what looked like a pair of large tweezers and carefully aimed it in the general direction of their mouth.

      It tasted like tapioca eggs with an outer shell of bark and sand. His stomach heaved. Schmerger fed him another foodstuff, a thin hard-backed slice of cake with a soft gooey centre that smelt of oil. He put it towards his mouth. The odour was too awful. He tried to chew with his half teeth.

      ...why... eat... slowly?

      Kemp thought he could hear every second or third word, muffled, but he had no way of responding.

      Come... much...... little time... world...... useless... to sort... hurry...

      Was Cain talking to him again?

      Kemp chewed as best as he could and as he ground the cake between his constantly re-growing teeth, a liquid suddenly burst out flooding his mouth. He involuntarily vomited.

      Kemp’s swollen stomach felt as if the tip of a wooden stake jabbed within his gut. His legs felt like lead weights. His head throbbed.

      Kemp knew that his body was failing. It was as if his body wasn’t even there. The pain of the burning seared him as if being sizzled in a frying pan and now his strength had gone. Poisoned, every last bit of it.

      He stumbled and fell.

      The last thing Kemp saw was a plume of ash bursting in front of his eyes.

      And then blackness and relief of feeling nothing at all.
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      Isabella stared in disbelief, helpless to do anything as the square lump slipped through her fingers. The stone spun, touched the corner of the next step and launched into the air. Isabella gasped. She hadn’t figured that it would bounce.

      Clipping the protruding lever, the boulder smashed into the wall and shattered over the floor.

      Isabella groaned, put her head in her hands and sank to the floor, defeated.

      Idiot! Fool! What would the others say?

      And then it happened. Everything shook. Chunks of stone sprayed from the ceiling and Isabella wrapped her arms over her head.

      Then she heard a grinding noise; the gear mechanisms whirling, groaning, and crunching all around her.

      The next rumble threw her off the step and she crashed down to the foot of the stairwell. She poked her head into the chamber and gasped. Cracks had appeared all over the barrier. Water dripped down until the drip became leaks, flowing like thick tears.

      Her heart thumped wildly.

      She’d done it!

      More debris flew.

      Isabella swore and started up the stairs, one at a time, then two. Onwards, upwards.

      Then a boom, like a giant wave crashing into the chamber, filled her with a dread she had never believed possible.

      The panel.

      Isabella screamed and urged herself on, faster and faster. The sound of water was gaining on her, the crushing noises of the stairwell narrowing.

      She focused and before she knew it her hands and feet sprang off each step like a tiger. She was bounding, round and round the stairwell, faster and faster, up and up, like a blur.

      The walls on either side were so tight her sides were being scraped like cheese in a grater. A blast of wind caught her now, water rushing alongside, overtaking her, carrying her up to the peak.

      She took a last gasp of air, stretched her arms out in front, and pointed her toes like a ballerina.

      When she smashed into the ceiling, her hands padded her impact but she felt herself crumple in a heap.

      Then a black veil swept over her and she felt no more.
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      Daisy knew what was coming. The moment she heard the wave of water rushing up the stairwell she was hit by a massive gust of air that propelled her on and, using its momentum, she threw herself out of its path and into the cave.

      She stood up and gasped.

      Suddenly, from out of the top of the stairwell water burst out and rebounded from the ceiling, dousing the cavern like a fire-fighter’s hose.

      Almost immediately, a large object splattered into the ceiling like a rubber ball, before clattering into her.

      To her horror, a millisecond before she was knocked out cold, she realised it was Isabella.
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      Archie thumped the air. ‘Keep going, keep going!’ he yelled, as the boulder at the front of the cave began to rise.

      But as quickly as his euphoria started, it ceased, for the boulder sat in the entrance, the same size, the same width, but with no part nestled under the ground.

      Why didn’t it roll away?

      A ghostly whistle spiralled out of the stairwell.

      The girls!

      A jet of wind shot out followed by a roaring, tsunami-like noise growing louder and louder and just as Daisy threw herself out of the stairwell a powerful jet of water followed and smashed into the ceiling.

      The next thing he knew, both of his sisters lay on the ground, motionless.

      Already the chamber was filling with water, the boulder acting like a seal.

      Archie ran to Isabella and found her grated in gashes; some deep and dark red, others pink where skin had been chiselled away by the sides. Blood ran through her hair and streaked across her face, her arms, and her legs. Her body was limp, her arms bent over like towels over a washing line.

      Archie moved fast. ‘Old Man Wood!’ he screamed. ‘Get over here!’

      Together, they waded through the water, moving the girls high up onto a ledge.

      Old Man Wood pulled out the bottle of Resplendix Mix and placed the seal to Daisy’s lips. Almost immediately, she opened her eyes, spluttered, and winced.

      Now, it was Isabella’s turn. She gasped as the first drop hit her tongue, coughed on the second, and screamed as the third drop set to work.

      Old Man Wood kissed her forehead. ‘Be brave, young Isabella,’ he said soothingly. ‘Healing, littlun, is a painful business.’

      And this, he thought, as he studied her ripped torso, was really going to hurt.
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      Archie swam to the huge boulder. He weighed up his options as Isabella screamed in agony.

      It spurred him on.

      If he could somehow roll the stone, jog it a couple of millimetres, then at least some of the water would rush out. He had to try, even if it looked impossibly absurd.

      Archie touched on a little ridge. The cave was now filling with water fast. Standing up, he took a breath and dived down under the surface. He bent his knees and, with every ounce of strength he had, heaved.

      Archie resurfaced, drew in a lungful, and dived again. This time, as he pushed, he felt the grey mass slip on its axis—he was sure of it.

      Standing on tiptoes he glanced over towards Old Man Wood who held the girls as high to the roof as he could beneath the rising water level.

      One more go. It had to be this time.

      He ducked under. His fingers grasped the stone finger-hold and he crouched low, bending on his haunches. Then, gritting his teeth and using every muscle in his body, he pushed.

      It shifted, fractionally.

      Archie resurfaced, treading water, gasping for oxygen.

      It wasn’t working fast enough. He had to do something else. Perhaps he could rock it from the top, and create a gap for the water to slip out and away.

      He swam to the side and climbed. At the top, he pawed the ceiling with his hands while his feet gripped the boulder.

      Archie bent his knees and pressed.

      Nothing. He felt hopeless. He had no more than a couple of minutes.

      Archie shut his eyes as an image of him trying to push a giant boulder rushed into his head.

      He grinned and the grin turned into a chuckle.

      And the more he saw himself, in his mind’s eye, doing something so dumb, so stupid, so ridiculously impossible, the louder he laughed.

      A boy trying to move a boulder?

      He smacked and kicked the boulder and, using the ceiling as a prop, he pushed and pulled in a rocking motion, hooting like a maniac bending his knees to try and gain traction.

      ‘What a stupid, stupid mug you are, Archie de Lowe,’ he sang, between howls.

      He was still laughing when he felt the extraordinary sensation of movement, as if he was slipping on ice.

      A wobble, then water flashing on either side of him.

      Archie held on.

      ‘Oh no!’ he screamed. ‘HEEELP–!’

      And in the nick of time, as the boulder started to rotate, he hurled himself to safety.

      As the roar of water rushed by, the huge boulder thundered down the hillside smashing everything in its path.

      With his chest heaving, Archie looked up towards the girls.

      Daisy grinned back, from ear to ear. ‘Jeez, Archie,’ she said. ‘You are one seriously crazy individual.’
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      Gus took a sharp intake of breath. Oh, my goodness. Her eyes shone like jewels. His heart raced and his blood pumped fiercely through his veins. A strange kind of electrical current passed through him.

      What the hell was going on?

      She leaned in and kissed him; just a peck on his lips. She held her mouth close. He felt her breath on his cheek. It felt so perfect, so timely. Gus felt his head swim, stood up, and cracked his head on the wooden frame of the canopy above them.

      Sue grinned. ‘You’ve never kissed anyone before?’

      Gus rubbed his head. ‘Yeah, of course I have,’ he lied, badly.

      The corners of Sas’s mouth turned up mischievously. ‘Who?’

      Gus couldn’t think fast enough. His head was in a muddle. ‘Seriously? Do you really have to know?’

      ‘Yeah! Absolutely! No secrets out here. Come on!’

      Gus played for time and rubbed his head. ‘Er, no... I can’t—’

      ‘Go on!’ Sue demanded. ‘I insist! I promise I won’t tell.’

      ‘OK. It was, um, Daisy,’ he blurted out.

      Sue reeled. ‘Daisy de Lowe, Annie Chubb or Anna Martin,’ she fired back.

      ‘Oh, ah, the first one,’ he mumbled.

      ‘Well now, you sneaky devil,’ she said. ‘Daisy de Lowe, huh?’

      Gus reddened. ‘Er, yeah. Didn’t last for long,’ he said, trying to sound casual while busying himself in the food box.

      Sue frowned. Boys loved Daisy because she was beautiful and cool. But she was aloof, off in her own little world half the time. And anyway, she knew the de Lowes better than she knew her own family and the whole thing seemed... unlikely. He was lying through his teeth. Maybe he had a crush on her.

      ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Let’s be honest, that wasn’t a great start. We could give it another go if you’d like?’

      Gus drooled. His speech deserted him. He nodded like a puppy dog.

      Very gently they leaned in.

      The moment their lips came together, Gus tried very hard not to snicker. He lurched forward and bashed his teeth on hers. There was a clank, which sounded a great deal louder to both of them than it really was.

      He pulled away. ‘Blimey, sorry. That was totally rubbish, wasn’t it?’

      Sue smiled. But before he could move again, she looked deeply into his eyes, put a finger over his lips and slowly replaced it with her own.
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      Cain’s ashen exterior struck the floor and ash soared into the air.

      ‘What is it now?’ Cain screamed. ‘Something’s wrong, I cannot feel the boy,’ he yelled. ‘Schmerger, Schmerger—where are you?’

      Cain’s elfin manservant with his long black beard instantly arrived. ‘You called, Master?’

      ‘This damnable boy is not working,’ Cain said, from his position within the ashen body lying on the floor. ‘Do you think he does it purposefully? Does he do it to spite me?’

      Schmerger made his way over to the pile of ash, grabbed what he hoped was an arm and manoeuvred, with great difficulty, the ashen bundle into a chair. Stepping back, the servant coughed and dusted himself down. ‘I am unsure as to how you mean to continue your relations with this being.’

      ‘What are you talking about, Schmerger?’

      ‘It appears the creature may have requirements of which, sire, we are unaware. Is it alive within you?’

      ‘I will check his heart,’ Cain replied. He went silent and listened within their combined body using his senses to pick out life. ‘Inside, there is a murmur.’

      Schmerger rubbed his long black beard. ‘It has come to my attention that he has barely ingested any of the food I laid out for him. Maybe these beings do not eat what we eat. Or it might be that he requires another source of energy? All living things must feed correctly to create energy, sire.’

      In his excitement, Cain hadn’t stopped to think through the boy’s needs. ‘Then we must find out what they are—and soon. Having this child within me is an absolute wonder, Schmerger. You have no idea—I must make it work. Do you have any idea how invigorating it is to be alive again after so long?’

      Schmerger moved closer, and prodded the pile of ash with a long finger.

      ‘What is wrong?’ Cain asked. ‘Now that I have substance, I find Havilah in ruins. My human people rest in their millions in frozen domes upon the ground, the other elves and trolls and primitive beings are hopeless creations. Havilaria is a deserted, empty city. And now the boy fails.’

      Schmerger kept his counsel. ‘Sire, this is a most unusual situation.’

      ‘Of course it is an unusual situation, you fool!’ Cain snapped. ‘You are here to look after my “unusual situations”. How can I restore Havilah if the boy is faulty?’

      ‘Master, it is hard for me to know what species of being you have merged with. Tell me, is it one of the ancient breed of humans, or, perhaps a barbarian from the mountains of Havilah?’ Schmerger knew to tread carefully. ‘Invertebrate and fungus foods are not suitable, that is plain to see, so I have ruled out that it is of the humano-ape tribes who live in our great southern forests.’

      ‘Clearly not,’ Cain replied. ‘The boy is made of flesh and blood from a planet called Earth. He is a human being, much like our own humankind who live in these domes upon the floors—’

      ‘Of course,’ Schmerger said, bowing. ‘Then perhaps he requires a diet to fit humankind?’

      ‘Well, of course he does!’ Cain roared. ‘The boy needs earthly foods and he needs them now! Tell me, do you know what the diet of man is, Schmerger?’

      ‘There are many scrolls on the subject. I will pull them from the great library.’

      ‘Does the library still exist?’ Cain heard himself say.

      ‘My great, great, great, great grandfather,’ Schmerger replied, ‘locked the library in case the knowledge of this land was to end up in the wrong hands. I have the key.’

      Cain remained quiet trying to detect the life within him. ‘Excellent, Schmerger,’ he said. ‘I fear the child is weak. I hear almost nothing.’ A terrible feeling washed over him. ‘If the boy dies...’

      ‘I take it you can remove yourself, Sire?’ Schmerger asked.

      ‘I do not know. I don’t see why not, If I leave, though, Schmerger, I will end up how I was. That is not good enough. No! I need a body that will willingly be a part of me. Understand this, this miracle may not happen again. If I were to release the boy and he recovers, would he give himself to me again freely?’

      Cain listened for the heartbeat again.

      Schmerger looked on anxiously. ‘Is there anyone we can contact as to the boy’s health?’

      Cain thought for a minute. ‘Are there any humans left alive here in Havilah at all?’

      ‘Only in the caves, but they are the ancient type, unaffected by the magic,’ Schmerger replied. ‘They are troublesome and cruel; they would not help.’

      Cain groaned. ‘Who else?’

      Schmerger stroked his long beard, contemplating the situation. Suddenly a light sparked in his eyes. ‘As a spirit, sire, a ghost, you are part of another world. You might summon a human spirit to advise you.’

      ‘Yes,’ Cain said, as the idea sunk in. ‘Brilliant, Schmerger. Of course. But who?’

      ‘A spirit that is connected with him, one of his ancestors. Humans die so young, there will be many.’

      Cain sat and thought. ‘You’re right, humans have a bond like no other. I will call for them, Schmerger. You should not be here when they arrive.’ Then Cain added, as he often did, ‘Good work, servant of mine, you will live to see another day.’

      Even as a ghost, Cain often threatened to kill him. Part of the job, Schmerger suspected. The servant heeded his master’s advice, turned, and walked to the door where he waited.

      The room fell into silence. Cain began chanting, his voice calling out into the universe.

      
        
        Spirits awaken, spirits come near.

        Spirits come close you have nothing to fear.

        I call to those who connect with this boy.

      

        

      
        He stopped and waited.

      

        

      
        O spirits from the reaches of time and space,

        Come hither to connect with me here in this place.

      

      

      Schmerger trembled as a wind enveloped him.

      A host of ghostly presences whooshed into the building.

      ‘Spirits of this boy,’ Cain called out, ‘I call upon you as a spirit myself. I cannot ascend into the sky, or plant my feet upon land, but I will always live. This child of man, your relative on Earth, willingly joined with me and in return I have saved him from a great tempest on that planet.’

      What an ugly bunch, Cain thought, with matted hair, thrusting chins and thick red lips.

      ‘The boy is failing fast,’ Cain said. ‘I have fed and watered him, but I do not understand his needs. The child requires your help. I call on the newest of you to reveal yourselves now.’

      In an instant, a silvery, opaque-looking man appeared, kneeling in front of them.

      Cain sensed the spirit’s sadness, and saw a youthful, bent head and mournful face. ‘Thank you. And you are...’

      ‘I am the spirit of the boy’s father,’ he said in a deep voice.

      The boy lost his father young, Cain thought.

      ‘Thank you,’ Cain said. ‘There is no one better suited to help, other than the child’s mother.’

      ‘Indeed,’ said the ghost. ‘His mother lives and she knows not of her child. I was taken when our son was an infant. We were together...’ the voice tapered off, sadness spilling out.

      Suddenly things made sense to Cain. In his efforts to persuade the boy, he had told Kemp that joining forces would not only save his own life from the flood, but would save Cain and Cain’s mother. Now, he realised why that had been so important to the boy.

      Kemp had never known his own mother.

      In the next second, Kemp’s father reached into Cain’s ashen body, his body following.

      Moments later, the ghost re-emerged and settled over the ash. ‘What have you done to him?’ he roared. ‘He is a child whose body is poisoned and burned almost to death.’

      Cain hadn’t expected the ghost to reach through him and into their combined body. He kept calm. ‘Be assured, I did not mean any harm. We joined together in a union. I have been like you for a long, long time, but I am of the old type and my spirit is strong. In order to survive the destruction on Earth the boy came freely to me. He means more to me than you know.’

      The ghost snivelled. ‘It is fortunate that he is strong. If you do not wish to lose him, you have one option. Return him to Earth where they can nurse and nourish him. Can you do this?’

      ‘I will try,’ Cain said.

      ‘There is little time,’ the ghost said. ‘The alternative is that he comes with us.’

      ‘Should he go to his mother’s side?’

      The ghost shot into the air and swirled around before floating down. ‘No. She may reject him. She does not recall ever having a son. Her mind was damaged. And he is too sick.’

      ‘Then where shall I leave him?’

      ‘Somewhere he will be found and helped.’

      ‘And there is no one else who can help?’ Cain asked.

      Kemp’s father swayed one way and then the other, testing the vibrations. ‘His friends will have the answers,’ Kemp’s father said, as he drifted away as though on a breeze. ‘His friends will know,’ he repeated as he spiralled higher and higher and eventually away through the ceiling.

      Cain felt him go. Spirits were a curious lot, but they did generally have their bloodline’s best interests at the top of their limited agenda.

      Cain mulled over the ghost’s words. Was he referring to that confounded Archie de Lowe as the boy’s best friend?
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      Gus was so shocked that it took him a while before he joined in. Was it revolting or nice? It was most definitely slippery and a bit fishy. His tongue appeared to be battling like a mini eel, almost of its own accord. Either way, he couldn’t decide. All of a sudden, a strange shot of energy passed straight through him, like a stab of electricity.

      An electric eel, he thought.

      He’d broken it off—a smile fixed on his face. ‘Tuna?’ he said.

      Sue looked confused. ‘Tuna?’

      ‘Er. Yup.’ Gus couldn’t think why he’d said it. ‘I’m totally starving.’

      Truthfully, he felt a little out of control. Kissing could wait.

      He noted her disappointed face. ‘I ruined it, didn’t I?’

      ‘No,’ she said, looking a bit embarrassed. ‘Well, yes, you did a bit.’

      ‘Sorry. It’s just... you, er, surprised me and... I’d just opened—’

      ‘Don’t say a word,’ she said. ‘I’m starving too. Let’s eat.’ She prodded him gently on the arm. ‘There’s plenty of time for practicing!’

      Gus divided the tuna onto the two paint-pot lids they used for plates and handed out two biscuits and half an apple. It wasn’t really enough, but it was better than nothing. Gus had realised that running out of food was a real possibility, so he’d divided their foodstuff into meals that might last for two weeks. Realistically, he doubted they could hold out that long. However, in the back of his mind, if they could catch fish, it would be a "game-changer".

      So long as the three big water containers were topped up, using his upside-down umbrella water-catching device, they would survive. If it stopped raining for more than three days, then they were in trouble.

      After their meal, Gus tried not to think about kissing, and the buzz that tingled all the way through him. He set about thinking how they could get ‘The Joan of’ back to land. His first task was to make a sail.

      Occasionally, he’d ask Sue to hold things or to pass him a nail or a piece of wood. Then, he gave her a length of string and Sue threaded it down a section of the tarpaulin which he’d cut with his penknife. As she did this, he wrapped the line around a long length of wood, which was to be the mast. When this was done, he wedged the upright in between the seat and the prow of the rowing boat so that it stuck up in front of ‘The Joan of’. For good measure, he nailed the timber into the prow and bound it with rope.

      The course they sailed, he realised, would be the direction the wind blew. He hoped like crazy they’d be fortunate enough to pick up an easterly which would blow them back to the English coast.

      Wherever they were going, perhaps now they would get there a little faster.

      While Gus moved up and down the boat, making adjustments and checking his ropes and trying to get wind in his sail, Sue reached into the wooden box stowed under the main seat and fetched out a fishing line.

      She remembered a conversation between Archie and Kemp when they’d been discussing their fishing tackle. Something to do with sweet corn as bait and shiny objects that looked like large earrings, called Lures.

      She inspected the nylon line. Then, she found a double hook that looked like a tiny anchor, which curved back on itself. Surrounding it were some faded feathers with a hint of metallic sparkle. She opened a tin, popped two corns onto the spikes and a couple in her mouth.

      Carefully she removed one of her own earrings and, using the fishing line, tied it close to the hook below the feathers. Very slowly, she let the line out, further and further until the lure disappeared behind a roll of water.

      Gus spoke to her from the other end. ‘Mind if I squeeze in? I’ve just got to tension the mast and then, hopefully, we’re done.’

      Sue shuffled out of the way as Gus threw the rope above the canopy to the other end, ducked into the boat, and joined her.

      The moment he pulled the rope, the wind caught in the tarpaulin and the boat lurched forward.

      ‘Wa-hey!’ he yelled.

      He reached down and squeezed her shoulder. ‘We’ll get somewhere in no time,’ he joked.

      ‘Or is that nowhere in some time?’ she threw back at him.

      Gus beamed. The sea was calm and the waves lapped around the bow of the boat as it moved ahead.

      ‘Now, how about we go back to just before "tuna"?’

      She giggled, turned, and they kissed.

      But now Sue broke away, a look of panic on her face.

      ‘Man. What is it now?’ Gus said.

      ‘Fish!’

      ‘What? Again?’

      ‘FISH!’ she repeated, pushing him away. Her arm was outstretched at a ninety-degree angle.

      Gus stared at her with a puzzled look on his face.

      She stared back. ‘Stop gawping. Help me!’

      ‘Uh?’

      ‘Look.’ She pointed to her other arm. ‘I think I’ve caught something!’

      Gus’s face lit up, as he understood. Gently, with his hands on hers, keeping a steady rhythm, they wound in the line.

      ‘You’ve got to keep it moving. Not too fast—’

      ‘It massive,’ she said, turning pink.

      Gus didn’t notice. ‘Let the line slack a bit and then pull it again,’ he encouraged. ‘Don’t lose the tension!’

      She did as he said and slowly started to bring it home.

      ‘You can do it!’ he said. ‘Go on, land it yourself!’

      Sue shot him a look of panic. ‘I can’t. It’s way too heavy!’

      Gus’s hand came back on top of hers. ‘OK. When it’s close, pull—in one sharp movement—into the boat.’

      Sue could see the fish thrashing in the water.

      ‘Nearly there,’ he said. ‘It won’t bite!’

      Sue could see the dark silvery coils, and black eyes staring back at her. Two more twists. Her hand felt as if it might detach.

      ‘One more,’ he said, calmly. ‘Are you ready to finish it off?’

      She started to heave, wondering if her muscles could take it.

      The fish slipped out of the water and thudded into the boat, thrashing. Its tail flapped and slid and thudded against the wooden planks, until Gus grabbed the hammer and bashed the priest on its head.

      The fish lay still, its battle lost.

      ‘You did it, Sas!’ he cried, his eyes sparkling. ‘First go!’

      He had no idea what kind of fish it was, but it meant that, if they were heading out to sea, they wouldn’t starve quite yet. Brilliant, brilliant Sas!

      ‘Sushi for tea?’ he said.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, her eyes fixing his. ‘I adore sushi.’
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      A tiny pinprick of light flashed into the middle of the vast blackness of space. Then another, followed by two more.

      ‘I feel you,’ Gaia said, the fast vibrations of her long, slender hands making the noises of dreamspinners communication. Asgard had called a meeting of the dreamspinners to discuss their progress. The dreamspinners, the ancient dream-givers of the universe had found themselves in a tricky position following Genesis’s giving of the most important dream of all, the Tripodean Dream. The Tripodean Dream had been given to the Heirs of Eden in order to test if human life on Earth merited its status and position on Earth. The dreamspinners knew that should the Heirs of Eden fail, their days of spinning dreams were numbered.

      Gaia flashed into view, having inverted, like the other dreamspinners through their electric blue middles, their magholes.

      ‘And I feel you,’ the elder dreamspinners replied as the slender, bony, almost see-through humanoid forms of the dreamspinners silently, respectfully, acknowledged one another.

      ‘Is Genesis not joining us?’ Asgard vibrated with his opaque slender fingers.

      ‘Genesis has gone to a place of rest in a distant star, to recover from her ordeal.’

      ‘She has fled?’ Asgard replied. ‘I am not surprised to hear such a thing.’

      ‘She suffered burns when the boy looked upon her, whilst she was giving the Heirs of Eden their special powers following the Tripodean Dream. She wonders if her time draws to a close,’ Gaia said.

      Dreamspinners prided themselves on delivering dreams uninterrupted. When Archie’s eyes had opened during his dream, Genesis had taken it hard. She knew how important the Tripodean Dream were. They were the dreams that would help the children, these precious Heirs of Eden, in their task of representing life on Earth.

      Asgard remained quiet. He stared out over the black universe, the uninhabited red planet of Mars spinning nearby in the great vastness of space.

      ‘In her absence,’ Gaia said, ‘there must be a plan.’

      ‘There can be no plan until the process of the Tripodean Dream, the prophecy, has reached its natural conclusion,’ Gaia said. ‘They have overcome the challenge of the storm, now we must await how they deal with what is left. That is the way.’

      ‘I disagree,’ Asgard said. ‘If the outcome is not favourable to the Heirs of Eden, then what? There will be no dreamers on Earth, so we will have no reason for being. Dreamspinners will have no worth. What will become of us? What of our hatchlings? Dreamspinners have a right to know what will happen should the Heirs of Eden fail. They have a right to know what purpose they may have to look forward to if there are no dreams to knit and spin on Earth’.

      ‘Were you not there, Asgard? The Heirs of Eden survived the storm,’ Gaia vibrated. ‘They are more than worthy of their title.’

      ‘We all know this is not so,’ Asgard said. He pressed on with a new angle. ‘You forget. It is written that if the Heirs of Eden fail on Earth, there is still one last opportunity. The humans on the planet of Havilah will be freed from their frozen prisons. They will arise, live their lives again and they will dream, just as they did long ago. We must move our attention towards Havilah. Dreamspinners will have the opportunity to serve dreams to them, after all.’

      ‘Your vibrations tell me you have already given up on the Heirs of Eden, Asgard. You give in too easily,’ Gaia vibrated, her movements softer. ‘Besides, do you think the other dreamspinners know the dream powders of the Havilah are tainted?’

      Asgard slipped a finger into his maghole. ‘They are still dreams—’

      ‘I now understand why you have acquainted yourself with Cain, Asgard,’ Gaia said. ‘Cain has been seen on Earth, I am told, and others say that together you have devised a great plan. It is noble that you wish to keep the dreams of dreamspinners alive.’

      Asgard hadn’t expected to be caught out. ‘Dreamspinners have a right to know,’ he replied. ‘The likelihood of the Heirs of Eden failing is high. They are children. The Tripodean Dream should never have been given to them. Now, it is Cain who represents the best chance for dreamspinners.’

      ‘You have broken the trust, Asgard,’ Gaia vibrated. ‘You have risked the confidence we had with humankind on Earth, Asgard. You have drawn a line in the sand. You are upsetting the balance of life. Tipping it into an unknown place.’

      Asgard’s deep black eyes bore into Gaia. ‘I have done what I have done for the good of dreamspinners, Gaia. Because I care about our future—’

      ‘And in so doing,’ Gaia responded, her vibrations gaining in strength, ‘you have declared that you do not trust the universe. You have not let things run as they were intended. You have abandoned our main principle of never interfering with the natural energy of the universe. It is due to this one simple rule that dreamspinners have outlasted every other species ever created. Now, you threaten us all.’

      Asgard’s many legs twitched. ‘What I do, I do for the process of giving dreams. I cannot sit by and wait till there is no use for us, until there are simply no more dreams to give. Dreamspinners are spirits of the energy of the ether. Do not forget it.’

      And, with a tiny flash, Asgard’s head contorted down and into his maghole and he disappeared into the atmosphere.
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      ‘Dreamspinner, dreamspinner, dreamspinner!’ Cain shouted.

      A second later, Asgard unfurled out of the air next to him.

      ‘Aha! My ugly dreamspinners friend,’ Cain began. ‘It appears I am stuck within a dying body.’

      Asgard walked across the air as if treading on invisible steps. ‘Then you must return him.’

      ‘Yes,’ Cain said, ‘but how can our plan work if there is no flesh on me?’

      Asgard dipped two legs into his electric blue maghole. ‘The boy may recover. He will go back to you if he has access to the one thing he desires most in the world.’

      ‘And, pray, tell,’ Cain replied, intrigued. ‘What is that?’

      ‘This is for you to puzzle over,’ Asgard said. ‘There is no time to lose. The boy tires me and I, too, must be sure of survival. I am unable to transport you both at will any more. There have been too many journeys. When the boy lands on Earth, extract yourself and return through me to Havilah immediately.’

      Cain’s good mood evaporated. ‘Then find dreamspinners who will sacrifice themselves for the cause,’ he demanded.

      Asgard stared at Cain. He did not like taking orders, especially from a spirit. Maybe he had to get used to it. ‘The consequences are difficult for dreamspinners,’ Asgard said. ‘We are not familiar with other species, other worlds—’

      ‘If you are unable to transport us, Asgard,’ Cain snapped, ‘then find others who will. If you want the Garden of Eden to open, if you want to keep making your dreams, I suggest you give me your wholehearted support. Find other dreamspinners.’

      The ultimate sacrifice? Asgard thought.

      Asgard knew dreamspinners would have to change, but he didn’t realise how drastically. Dreamspinners, the oldest curators of life, now faced a stark choice. Back the Heirs of Eden, or line up behind Cain. His meeting with Gaia and Gaia had made this perfectly clear.

      Havilah was the only place that offered spider web powders of any note. And even if dream powders could only be spun into dark dreams, or nightmares, they were nevertheless just as effective as dreams from the the Garden of Eden. Although these dreams were not as wholesome, at least dreamspinners would continue to exist.

      ‘Perhaps,’ Asgard signed with his long, slender, opaque fingers. ‘Perhaps it can be done, for the greater cause.’

      ‘Indeed,’ Cain crowed. ‘If you are to change, dreamspinner, then you must accept choices you do not like.’

      Asgard knew it was so, but right now he needed to get Cain and the boy inside him back to Earth. ‘Master. Awaken the boy. There is one last thing to do. Dive through me once again. This time, save your strength, for you shall bear the boy’s weight and steer him through my maghole.’

      Cain reached inside and, for the very first time, did not force the boy awake. He talked to him gently, as if to a child. A glow—which wasn’t particularly nice, nor unpleasant, just unusual—ran through him. He had to work with the boy, not force him, he reminded himself.

      Cain’s thoughts turned to the puzzle. What was the one thing that would make this human come back to him? What was the one thing the boy desired most?

      Cain thought of the conversation with the boy’s father, who died when Kemp was an infant, his wife by his side. All this time his mother is alive, and the boy doesn’t know it!

      It made perfect sense. Cain chuckled. It is the answer. When the boy is fit and strong he will come back to me, because I will give him his mother. He will come willingly, and I will look after him.

      Cain’s plan was building in his mind, and already it pleased him greatly.

      The boy woke and started to move as Cain gently coaxed him on. ‘Together, little Earth human, we will start afresh. Together, we will rule the universe!’

      ‘Where shall I take him?’ Asgard asked.

      ‘Back to where he came from, dreamspinners. Place him somewhere where they will not fail to find him.’

      ‘Let us go with haste. I am ready.’

      With the boy stirring, Cain summoned every ounce of his ghostly strength and threw himself and Kemp through the dreamspinners’ middle.
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      Heavy drizzle from low, grey clouds in the failing light matched the de Lowe’s sombre mood as they exited the cave and surveyed the scene around them. They hoped they would be able to find their way back to Eden Cottage.  Looking around, it was hard to imagine the place they knew so well could look so smashed, so horribly pulped to bits. It had all happened in a few wretched, brutal hours, almost exactly one day ago.

      Boulders, rocks, sand, mud, trees, bushes, and branches lay scattered and splintered randomly, with no care or enterprise. When the valley opened up beneath them, even in the dank gloom, they gasped.

      Beneath them, a moving body of water stretched as far as the eye could see like a big, flat, silvery-grey monster. In the distance, where the tops of the gentle valleys of the Vale of York lay, small hillocks had emerged like little islands, stretching out like the backs of crocodiles basking in a river.

      When they turned to look at the school in the distance, only the reflective grey of the water and the chapel roof beneath the school tower reached up into the sky.

      For some time, the four of them stared, utterly agog. From this vantage point it felt that only they could have possibly survived.

      Archie looked across the valley tops, realising how lucky they were that they could follow the high ground all the way back to Eden Cottage, if they picked their route carefully. He took Daisy’s hand and led the way. Old Man Wood picked Isabella up and carried her over his shoulder.

      ‘It’s so quiet,’ Daisy whispered. ‘So, sort of... dead.’ Her strange red eyes bulged, full of tears. ‘It’s like we’ve emerged on a different planet.’

      ‘No birds, not a twitter,’ Archie said. ‘Everything churned up as though it’s been in a gigantic cement mixer and spewed out.’

      Isabella woke, and moaned.

      Old Man Wood set her down, and for a while the four of them sat on the fallen bough of an old oak and viewed the landscape, a gentle wind brushing their faces.

      ‘I hope the house is still in one piece,’ Daisy said at length. ‘And Mrs Pye’s not been flushed out.’

      Old Man Wood groaned. ‘There’s only one way to find out. Ready to go?’

      Collectively, they turned and limped on, their feet squelching in the mud. Old Man Wood hoisted Isabella back over his shoulder and picked out a path, mindful of larger puddles and steep banks of slippery mud.

      Before long, they came over the brow of the hill and looked out over where the cottage should have been.

      ‘It’s gone,’ Old Man Wood said.

      ‘Don’t be daft.’ Daisy said.

      ‘Daisy, it isn’t there anymore,’ Archie said.

      ‘Trust me, please,’ Daisy said. ‘It is. You’re all being very dramatic.’

      As they approached, camouflaged by the fallen trees at the top of the hillside, they saw their stone farmhouse, its roof covered by moss and lichen, blending seamlessly with the greens and browns of the forest. A large oak tree now leaned into the courtyard in such a way that the crown of the tree enveloped the house, making the buildings all but indistinguishable from the carnage around.

      When Daisy spotted a thin plume of smoke curling out of the chimney the de Lowes exchanged glances and smiles, their eyes sparking into life. They knew that Mrs Pye was safe, and that comfort and food and warmth and sleep were not far away.

      Never had the rough, misshapen, stone farmhouse in the middle of the forest on the edge of the Yorkshire moors been a more welcome sight.
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      With her jobs done and the house as spick and span as she could make it, Mrs Pye sat down in her rocking chair. The sweet aroma of fresh bread filled the kitchen and the dry, though still filthy rugs had been replaced on the floor of Old Man Wood’s room. She swayed backwards and forwards for a minute or two, lost in her own world as she hummed Old Man Wood’s peculiar song. Then her eyes shut, and she slept.

      For some strange reason, she thought she heard someone at the door.

      By the time she drew back the large, black iron bolt, and yanked on the brass knob, her pulse was racing.

      The door yawned open. There, in front of her, stood the old man with the three children. One was draped over his shoulder, covered in blood and littered with an assortment of cuts and bruises. The others were hanging on to his coat, shivering, almost naked. Their remaining clothes hung off them, torn to shreds. One had strange, erect hair, and the other’s hair was matted to its face.

      Mrs Pye fell to her knees. ‘It’s a miracle, it’s a damned, ruddy miracle!’ she cried as she opened her arms, her voice cracking with emotion. Daisy and Archie folded into her as tears fell freely down their cheeks. ‘Oh, my poor, dear children!’ she cried. ‘You’re safe. Safe now.’

      Mrs Pye sat them down in front of the fire and produced a basket crammed with soft, downy blankets and pillows. Shortly, a saucepan full of thick, milky hot chocolate appeared. She returned with homemade flapjacks and sandwiches bulging with raspberry jam.

      Mrs Pye talked and cried in equal measure as she went. ‘Do you have any ideas what a terrible, terrible time I’ve had?’ she said repeatedly. ‘Do you have any ideas how it’s been for me, huh? Watching the storm out there and worrying meself sick,’ she complained. ‘And do you have any ideas how difficult it is being alone in the house with no one here?’ At this point, she turned on Old Man Wood. ‘What were you playing at—leaving without telling me? Left me on my own to worry—and worry I did, every minute of every night and every second of the day!’

      She exploded into tears and told them all how much she loved them, and how she would never—over her dead body—let it happen again. She told them that she knew they’d be all right, and that she knew they’d come back.

      It was a tirade borne out of complete and utter love, and the children knew it.

      Archie and Daisy exchanged smiles as if to say, "If she knew what had really happened... then what?"
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      Gutting the fish and cutting the flesh off the bones was another matter altogether.

      The meat came away only after a lot of fiddling and considerable stink and mess. It was poor—too salty and slimy—and they joked that had it been deep fried in batter with a portion of chips, it would have been fantastic. They washed down what they could manage with an additional ration of water using one of the empty baked bean tins as a cup.

      As night fell over the grey North Sea, the rain beat down a little heavier. Gus set up his upside down umbrella-rain-catcher and when this was secure, he laid the wooden planks down the middle of the boat and they clambered on top, the rain pitter-pattering gently on the canopy above.

      ‘Pity we haven’t got a camera,’ Sue said. ‘This should be recorded for historical purposes.’

      ‘The intrepid adventures of Gus and Sue,’ he replied. ‘Survivors of the Great Yorkshire Storm.’

      Sue laughed, before sitting bolt upright, her head missing the crossbeam by millimetres. Then she slapped her hands together. ‘Of course! I’ve been incredibly dumb—I do have one. On my phone!’

      ‘Phone! You forgot you had a phone,’ Gus said incredulously. ‘How?’

      She shrugged, ‘I only use it in emergencies.’ She rummaged in her coat pockets, pulled it out, kissed the device and held it in the air as if she’d won the World Cup.

      ‘I’ll let everyone know we’re here, wherever here is,’ she said.

      She pressed the power button. The lights flashed and the start-up mechanism buzzed into action. They stared at it for a while. ‘Oh. No reception,’ she said, her mood deflating.

      She groaned and laid back, the presence of the phone a stark reality check. ‘I wonder if Isabella made it home? They were still playing when we went past with the shopping. Fighting on the pitch, Archie slugging away—can you believe it?’

      ‘Archie?’

      ‘Yeah. And Isabella did her mad referee-bashing thing.’

      Gus laughed.

      ‘Do you think they had time to get over the bridge and up the lane?’ she asked. For the first time, Sue’s heart filled with a sense of loss. Before she knew it, tears were rolling down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry,’ she cried, wiping them away.

      Gus put a reassuring arm around her. ‘Don’t be. I’m sure loads of people are fine,’ he lied. ‘Isabella’s probably tucked up in bed with a steaming hot chocolate having mad stories told to her by that very old man.’

      Sue smiled and leant into him. She knew he was being nice. As she searched the depths of her soul, it didn’t feel as if she had lost her friend. ‘How bad do you think it was?’

      ‘We’ll only know if we get home, I suppose.’ Then he had an idea. ‘Sue, can I have a look at your phone.’ She handed it to him. He stared at the screen for a while. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘better if you do it.’

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘Find an app with a compass, so we can start figuring out which way we’re going.’

      ‘You don’t know how to use a phone?’

      Gus raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m more of a practical person. Old school, you know.’

      ‘Here, is this what you’re after?’ She handed him the device.

      Gus stared at it as if it were gold. His big smile radiated back at her. He twisted the phone in his hands and the compass point moved.

      ‘What does it say?’

      Gus beamed back. ‘We’re heading south.’

      ‘Is that good or bad?’

      He shrugged. ‘Good, I suppose, better than heading north or east towards Denmark. Ideally, we want to head west.’

      ‘How do we do that?’ Sue said.

      Gus grinned. ‘A rudder for steering would help and we need to change the position of the sail.’ He shifted his position and untied the sail rope before moving it into a new position on the other side of the boat. ‘The Joan of’ altered course.

      ‘Turn your phone off for now, we may need it later.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘I’m going to make a rudder.’

      Sue looked confused.

      Gus smiled back. ‘Just pass me things and tell me about this scary dream you had while I attempt to figure it out.’

      As Gus set to work, Sue told him about her premonition: how she’d woken up sweating and instantly written down as much as she could remember.

      And although it made little sense, the nightmare scared her so much that she confided to Isabella. And then Isabella went berserk trying to prove it was, actually, going to happen. Which it did.

      ‘And the odd thing is,’ she said, ‘Isabella had a dream about the storm, too.’ She strummed her fingers on the seat. ‘Isn’t that freaky?’

      She paused as Gus bashed in a couple of nails, and then continued. ‘Most of this nightmare centred on the de Lowes but what really got me most was just how incredibly real the images appeared. It was like watching TV.’

      ‘Give me an example,’ Gus said.

      ‘OK, the violence of the storm, the lightning almost fizzling through my whole body. Then there was the weight of the rain and a deep sense that they had to stay alive till sunset.’

      Gus looked up. ‘Well, the storm certainly happened,’ he said. ‘Did you tell them about the sunset? Pass me the saw.’

      Sue reached into the box and handed it over. ‘Yeah, while they were fighting on the pitch and only moments before the whole thing kicked off. Then, I scooted off and found you. I don’t know why I put it off for so long. I suppose I didn’t think the nightmare would come true. And there was also another part...’

      ‘Go on,’ Gus encouraged. ‘I’m all ears.’

      ‘They had to find some clues to find three stone tablets, or something like that, in that old house of theirs.’

      Gus began sawing the plank, the noise drowning out the conversation. It gave Sue time to think. ‘Thing is, by the time I told them, the de Lowes were either fighting, being kicked, or being hauled off the pitch, so I don’t know if my ranting got through to them.’

      Sue ducked as Gus moved the rudder around in the small space. ‘Do you think I’m crazy?’

      Gus studied his handiwork and then lifted his eyes to meet hers. ‘Who knows? There might be something in it. I mean, you were spectacularly right about the storm, and, if you remember, when nightfall came, the deluge gave way to spitting. Therefore, if they did survive, maybe what you saw really was a premonition. Spooky, huh?’

      Sue looked at Gus quizzically. For a boy he was an amazingly good listener. She needed to get one more thing off her chest. ‘Thing is, Gus, what bothers me, is why did I have a dream about another family? Why did it feel so heart-wrenchingly like I belonged?’

      Gus relaxed, put his tools down, and faced her. ‘Maybe you’re related to them,’ he said.

      Sue guffawed.

      ‘No, listen,’ Gus continued. ‘Don’t get me wrong but you’re incredibly similar to Isabella. You’re the same height, you have the same hair, the same nose, a similar forehead. You both like the same stuff. You’re as clever as each other and just as terrible at sport. You’re just far more gorgeous.’ The moment he said it, he blushed.

      ‘Oh, that’s so sweet,’ she said, noting Gus’ discomfort. ‘But I don’t know. Isabella’s way smarter, but with a vicious temper.’

      Gus smiled broadly. He’d been on the receiving end of Isabella’s sharp tongue a couple of times. ‘You know, twins aren’t always exactly the same—’

      ‘Twins?’

      ‘Yes. Maybe you and Isabella are secret twins, separated at birth. Stranger things have happened.’

      Sue kneaded her temples. ‘I don’t think so. Loads of people look the same, and best friends often act the same way too.’

      ‘No one looks like me,’ Gus said.

      ‘You really are one of a kind, Gus,’ she said, punching him playfully.

      He raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘Why don’t you text Isabella. Remind her of all those things you’ve told me. If we get in range and they’re alive, then it might help. There’s nothing to lose apart from a bit of battery power. More than anything, she’ll be overjoyed to hear from you.’

      ‘For a boy,’ Sue began, ‘you’re quite clever and absurdly sensible. When this is over, will you help me get to the bottom of this twin thing once and for all?’

      ‘It would be my pleasure.’

      Sue held up her phone. ‘I’ll tell you what. I’ll send three texts. The first to Mum to say that we’re alive, the second to Isabella with the things I’ve just told you, and a third to the coastguard. Can’t be any harm in letting them know we’re stuck out here.’
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      Isabella’s hands touched the soft cotton bed sheet. She allowed herself a smile as her head turned over on her plump, downy pillow.

      Then, it started coming back to her: the match, the lightning, the ordeal in the cave, waking up and looking over the broken Vale of York. The excruciating pain.

      She clenched her fist, amazed to find feeling in her fingers, although a strange, electrical current tingled through the palms of each hand and through each digit. Hadn’t she smashed her wrists?

      She opened her eyes and saw the familiar sight of her section of the attic room. Home! With a cry of joy, she sat up.

      She examined her hands and a chill ran through her.

      The holes!

      The circular, see-through holes where the lightning bolt had smashed into her! She sank back into the soft pillows. She needed to think it through and work out what had happened, just as she’d told herself in the cave.

      She made her way over to the desk, and wrote in big, bold letters on a piece of A4 paper:

      ‘DO NOT DISTURB ME.

      DO NOT TALK TO ME

      DO NOT FEED ME.’

      She pinned the paper to the outside of the closed, thick, velvet curtain that set her area apart from the rest of the attic room and shuffled back to bed where she slept, sometimes deeply, mostly fitfully, until midday.
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      Everything that the eyeless ghost Cain had told Archie had come true.

      But who was this Cain and how did he fit in? Archie couldn’t figure out if the ghost meant well, or if his words fitted another agenda altogether. And why did Cain want him to protect the Ancient Woman? And how could he protect her if he didn’t know where she was? After all, there was a pretty big chance she was a product of his imagination.

      When he thought of the ghost, he thought about Kemp. Had Kemp merged with Cain as Cain had demanded? Had Kemp been dazzled by Cain’s promise of power and strength, or had Kemp nobly sacrificed himself?

      That was the problem with Kemp, Archie thought. He simply couldn’t be trusted.

      What about the huge spider who had hovered over Daisy, and then vanished into thin air? His mind replayed the images of the opaque figure that appeared to be feeding his sister with a dust from its long legs. Why did it have an electric pulsing blue middle? He felt a headache coming on.

      He shut his eyes tight, trying to erase the memory, but it persisted like a stubborn head cold. Was it giving them dreams? Was that possible?

      Archie slept and mooched about the house, avoiding everyone where possible. He was desperate to talk to Daisy about Cain, but in the back of his mind was his sworn promise to the ghost that he wouldn’t tell a soul. And, deep down, he worried that Cain might resurface at any time. The mere thought made his stomach churn.

      Archie ran a hand over his head and shuddered. He didn’t like his ridiculous new hairstyle, or wire-style as Daisy called it. When he relaxed, he noticed that the fibres softened, but when he felt threatened or angry, the follicles tightened hard like steel. They seemed to act like antennae for his mood.

      He noticed another thing. When his hair hardened, blood coursed through his sinews and fibres and gave him a feeling of power, of being indestructible.

      Though he dared not admit it, this strange new sensation felt wonderfully good.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Isabella’s Confusion

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Come on, Isabella,’ Daisy said from the other side of the curtain, as she read Isabella’s notice. ‘You need food. Lunch is on the table.’

      Isabella groaned. She didn’t want to see anyone, and she certainly didn’t want to talk to anyone. Couldn’t Daisy read?

      ‘You missed breakfast and you didn’t eat anything last night.’

      Still there was no response.

      ‘It’s one of your favourites,’ Daisy persevered. ‘You can’t hide away in your bed all day.’

      I can, Isabella thought. And I will.

      Daisy pull the fabric aside and strode in.

      ‘Go away! Can’t you read?’

      Her sister ignored her and sat down on the side of the bed. ‘How are your arms?’

      Isabella rolled over.

      Daisy sighed. ‘Look, Einstein, you can’t stay here all day, you’ll get bed bugs and—’

      ‘Daisy. Go away. Just leave me, please.’

      But Daisy was in a stubborn mood, and she was bored. ‘Make me.’

      Isabella growled and pulled the duvet over her head.

      Daisy stood up, fluffed up her hair, puckered her lips and made her way to the mirror. She stared at her red eyes. ‘Freaky, but kind of cool, huh? What do you think?’

      Isabella remained silent.

      Daisy turned her attention to Isabella’s neat bookshelves. ‘Got any books on the universe? I might do that homework, the assignment from Solomon on whether “God created the Universe, or the Universe created God”.’

      ‘Please, Daisy—’

      ‘No. You and Archie are so boring, feeling so incredibly sorry for yourselves,’ she said and she flicked through a volume of Shakespeare’s plays, read aloud two passages, folded it and tucked the book under her jumper.

      ‘Old Man Wood’s disappeared again. Gone to check his cattle. How about a game of something?’ She sat down heavily on the bed and traced a finger up Isabella’s body.

      Isabella popped her head out. ‘If I give you a book will you go away!’

      Daisy cocked her head to one side. ‘Might,’ she said, pouting. ‘On the condition that you come down for tea; Mrs P’s knocking up a stonking curry. Helped her put the ingredients in—eleven in all—and I slipped in an extra chilli. Gonna be a corker. And, big sis, Banoffee pie for pudding. Your total favourite!’

      ‘Anyway’, Daisy continued, ‘Mrs P’s been droning on and on about my eyes, it’s sending me nuts. She’s talked more in the last few hours than the last year put together. Hey, look at these!’ Daisy popped on a thin pair of metal rimmed, pink tinted glasses. ‘Lush, eh? Found them in Mum’s drawer.’

      Isabella’s head popped out. She pointed at the bookcase. ‘Second row. Says “Mysteries of the Universe” on it. Please, grab it and go!’ Her head flew back under the duvet.

      Daisy stood up. ‘Sure, you boring boffin. If you want to talk, chat about anything, I’m, you know, around. Not too busy today. Diary pretty much empty.’

      Under the duvet, Isabella cringed. Daisy was only trying to help. She popped her head out again. ‘Look, I’m sorry, Daisy. I know you’re trying... it’s just… I’m not ready.’

      Daisy smiled. ‘Yeah, cool,’ she said. She turned to leave. ‘You know, Isabella, whatever happened, happened. We can’t change it and we don’t know what’s coming. That’s it, really. Sometimes you just have to go with the flow.’ Daisy opened the curtain. ‘See you at lunch, right?’ she said, drawing it behind her.

      Isabella gripped her duvet in her fist. Why couldn’t she go with the flow like Daisy, rather than be tormented by questions and riddles? She was always trying to make sense of things that didn’t make any sense. “Go with the flow!” If only it were that simple.

      Isabella closed her eyes and thought of Sue, her best friend in the whole world. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She had sent Sue to a certain death by slipping her a bit of paper with details of a rickety old boat in a rundown boathouse. A stupid little old boat no one had even looked at for years.

      She pictured it in her mind. Sas; alone, cold, wet, begging for help, and drowning. She wouldn’t have stood a chance, not three minutes against that storm. Not a chance in hell.

      She’d only tried to help. If only she’d known, she could have done something else.

      Isabella cried until her tears ran dry as she mourned for her dear friend.
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      Thanks to the strange sparkly potion called Resplendix Mix, which Old Man Wood had found in the cellars beneath Eden Cottage, Isabella’s injuries had almost completely healed up.

      Isabella, though delighted with her progress, was confused and concerned as to how Resplendix Mix worked. In all the science and medical journals that she’d ever read, she’d never heard of anything similar. She wondered if the potion had manipulated the cells in her body to recreate bone and tissue fibres. Was it a form of genetic science working at a hitherto unknown level, or was this a reversing potion of some sort? And were there short or even long-term side-effects? More importantly, what was Old Man Wood doing with it in the first place? Had Old Man Wood been a scientist like her when he was young?

      When they’d quizzed Old Man Wood about how Resplendix Mix worked, or what its properties were, he replied that he had no idea, and this was the truth. And when asked where he had got it from, he took a deep breath and told them that it had been given to him a long, long time ago, most probably by an apothecary. And this was also true.

      Daisy accepted Old Man Wood’s explanation as perfectly normal, but Isabella’s suspicions grew, namely because apothecaries didn’t exist anymore. They were now called pharmacists or chemists.

      Whatever her suspicions, the potion was like magic. The faster an injury was acted upon, the quicker it healed, although the pain was excruciating.

      As they sat down at the kitchen table for Mrs Pye’s curry, Isabella moved her forearms and cocked her wrists, testing her limbs, ‘I have a question for you, Old Man Wood,’ she said. ‘Why isn’t Resplendix Mix prescribed in hospitals or at doctors’ surgeries?’

      Old Man Wood raised his head for a minute and shrugged before cramming a forkful it in his mouth.

      ‘I mean, look at me,’ she continued. ‘Almost fully healed apart from these stupid holes. If it was readily available to everyone, just think of the enormous benefits—benefits that could be used right now—out there,’ she said, waving towards the window. ‘And its properties could probably be transferred to other schools of medicine too. Think of it. No hospital waiting lists, no injuries that couldn’t be dealt with. No nasty scars.’

      Daisy groaned. ‘I preferred you when you were asleep.’

      Isabella shot her a look. She nudged Old Man Wood. ‘Do you know what’s in it?’

      Old Man Wood shook his head.

      ‘I’m going to analyse it,’ Isabella said. ‘Then I’ll manufacture it and sell it worldwide. I’ll make a fortune.’

      ‘I’m not sure Mum and Dad would be too happy with that,’ Daisy said.

      ‘Why not? They’re never around, so they wouldn’t know.’

      ‘They’ll be back,’ Mrs Pye said. ‘I’m quite sure they’ll be safe and sound.’

      ‘Yeah, but they don’t know we’re safe, do they?’ Daisy said.

      Isabella ignored all of them. ‘I’ll go to America. They’d all bend over backwards for this kind of thing. In one go, I’d save all suffering on the planet—’

      ‘Isabella, you haven’t thought this through,’ Archie said. ‘If you made this stuff on an industrial scale, in one go you’re wiping out all the hospitals and doctors and nurses and physios and first aiders and pharmacists and drug makers and more—’

      ‘And the media would brand you as a witch,’ Daisy said, mischievously. ‘You’d be burnt alive.’

      Old Man Wood hummed. ‘Thing is,’ he deep voice boomed, ‘I’m not sure Resplendix Mix works with everyone. I’ve a feeling that, in the wrong hands, it’s downright lethal.’

      ‘Ha! So you do know what it is,’ Isabella said.

      Old Man Wood furrowed his brow. ‘Nope. Not really littlun. Just a feeling.’

      Mrs Pye beamed at him. ‘Your Old Man Wood has a ton of remarkable strings to his arrows.’

      Daisy coughed. ‘Isn’t it, strings to his bow?’

      ‘Or, even, arrows to a quiver?’ Archie added.

      Mrs Pye shot the twins a beady look. ‘Bloomers. You twins getting all clever on me, are you? You know exactly what I means. Now pipe down, and eat up.’
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      With his mouth and nose enclosed by a clear plastic breathing device, Kemp sucked in a large mouthful of oxygen and opened his eyes. Slowly, he began to wonder where he was.

      He listened. He could hear a gentle churning noise, like the dull throb of an engine, or of machinery gently running through its processes, followed by regular blips.

      His body felt lighter and, as he ran a check over his anatomy, he noticed the burning didn’t hurt so much. Perhaps he’d died after all.

      Kemp searched for signs of Cain.

      None.

      For a moment his mind and body leapt for joy. Then, he remembered that Cain might be resting. And Cain never rested for long. His eyes felt heavy again.

      His ears picked out noises nearby.

      He listened. Voices, deep voices, whispering, occasionally louder. Concerned, anxious tones. One higher pitched than the others. A female? He tried to move his hands, but they felt leaden, as though fixed down by heavy weights.

      A terrible sadness sank over him, and a tear rolled down his cheek. He yearned for someone to hold him and love him, for the comfort of a hug, of gentle words, or soothing kisses. He pined for the mother he never knew.

      So tired.

      He needed sleep.

      Kemp drifted off once more.
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      ‘You miss the child?’ Asgard asked.

      ‘Indeed,’ Cain replied. ‘I have been a terrible fool. My excitement of being partially alive got the better of me. Do you have any idea how wonderful it feels to dance with elves and confront Neanderthals?’ Cain recalled their brief foray, via the dreamspinners’s maghole, in the Neanderthal area in the southern mountains of Havilah where they had engaged a surprised group of ancient man, untouched by Cains spell.  ‘Ah, yes. It reminded me of the good old days.’

      Cain floated up into the air. ‘You see, dreamspinners, I haven’t had a requirement for food, rest, nor bodily function for so long that I forgot there was another being inside me that needed these things. And now here I am; trapped here once more and reduced to less than an outline.’

      He plummeted to the ground and hovered by one of the glass-like domes covered by a thin film of dust, the trace of a human face looking up.

      ‘What good am I, if I am made of air? I did not realise how remarkable the status of actually being is, dreamspinner.’

      Asgard had news. ‘That child is in the care of humans. I spun a dream that will make him sleep for a long time to aid his healing. His burns are not as bad as you feared. He will survive.’

      ‘That is a great relief. If you can collect a certain sap from the trees in the forests to the South of Havilah. They have great healing properties. Then, dear creature, you must take me to Earth so I might find out what the boy eats. Would you guide me to a place where I might learn such things? Schmerger!’

      The little elf instantly opened the door at the far end of the hallway as if he knew he was about to be called. ‘Sire.’

      ‘You have two days to build a kitchen...’ Then, an even better idea struck him. ‘Schmerger. You will travel though a dreamspinners to Earth and find out what exactly Earth’s humans eat and drink.’ Cain spoke into the air. ‘Asgard, would one of your kind be able to transport Schmerger?’

      Asgard remained silent, as if in shock.

      ‘Well? I take the silence is a ‘Yes’?’

      Asgard vibrated an affirmative response.

      The elven manservant, whose face rarely registered a change of expression, raised an eyebrow. ‘Sire. If I may. I have uncovered ancient scripts that tell of the human people’s diet here on Havilah. It may help us identify the necessary requirements.’

      ‘Very good, Schmerger. Excellent.’ Cain said. ‘Do plans—diagrams and descriptions—of the original palace kitchen exist? Because...’ his voice trailed off as the reality hit him. ‘We may have our own human population to feed in five days’ time.’

      Schmerger seemed remarkably cool. ‘The kitchens were well documented.’

      Cain suddenly realised they were woefully underprepared. ‘Do you have sufficient help?’

      ‘Since your return,’ Schmerger said, diplomatically, ‘Elves have returned from distant mountains where they have sought refuge all these years. Goblins too and some of the ancient types of humans. They are weary of life and many are sick. They anticipate something different is happening here.’

      ‘Get them to work and get yourself to Earth via the dreamspinners, Schmerger,’ Cain ordered. ‘With only five Earth days remaining, I need that boy with me and when those Heirs of Eden fail, my people will awaken. If I am with the boy, they will know I survived. They will see that I did not altogether die. Without him I will exist only as a voice in their heads and they will shun that voice, knowing what I did to them. They will know that my gamble failed.’

      ‘Have you thought about the one thing the boy desires more than anything else?’ Asgard said, his fingers vibrating the words.

      ‘Indeed,’ Cain replied, an invisible grin on his face. ‘His mother lives. Do you know which she is.’

      ‘Indeed,’ Asgard replied. ‘But first, news on the new dream powders.’

      Cain had almost forgotten.

      Asgard’s fingers moved rapidly. ‘Pathogen particles have been mixed into the new stocks of spider web dream powders, deep in the caves of Havilah.’

      ‘Excellent!’ Cain said. ‘What will these dreams be like?’

      ‘Havilarian dreams from the spider webs here are different to those of the Garden of Eden and Earth. They produce troubling, manipulative, and angry dreams.’

      ‘Nightmares?’ Cain queried.

      ‘Adverse dreams are as rewarding and enriching as they are pleasant,’ Asgard said, bending a thin leg into his maghole. ‘After all, they are only dreams. Remember, creativity and enlightenment come from the darker side of life too.’

      Cain was intrigued. ‘And what are the dream powders from Earth like?’

      ‘Earth spiders are bland and lifeless. Their spider webs make powders that do not nourish dreamspinners as deeply. These dreams are not so interesting.’

      ‘Why is that so?’

      ‘To us dream powders are like food to mankind and water to creatures of the sea. Dreamspinners will spin more dreams from Havilah from now on. I guarantee it.’

      Cain was genuinely fascinated. ‘Has your band of dreamspinners grown?’

      ‘There are many,’ the dreamspinners said. ‘Each day, as the sun sets, more join. Dreamspinners cannot resist a dream.’

      ‘Especially bad ones, eh?’ Cain said. ‘You are most enlightening, and wise,’ he added. He lowered his voice. ‘Tell me, dreamspinner, how long before the plague particles in your dream powders are ready to be delivered?’

      ‘The new spider web dream powders will be free to use once the sun sinks over the western horizon.’

      Cain gasped. ‘This very night? Already?’

      The ghost danced an invisible jig. What a turnaround! Nightmares stuffed full of plague, and a few days early at that.

      ‘Poor, dear, little Earthlings!’ he crowed. ‘They have no idea what is about to hit them, and not a helping hand in sight.’

      ‘In the event of the boy returning to you,’ Asgard continued, ‘I have found a way of transporting you from place to place.’

      ‘A better way than through you?’

      ‘Indeed. Elderly dreamspinners who are too old to knit and spin dreams, do not wish to see the world shaping as it is. Many believe a new time is coming.’

      ‘Are you suggesting some would sacrifice themselves?’ he asked.

      ‘The burning sensation of a smaller human through the maghole will not end their life, but it may speed up their end.’

      Cain invisibly punched the air. ‘Phenomenal news! Truly, Asgard, this is wonderful!’

      Cain ran through the sequence of events on Earth. By the time the Heirs of Eden failed at the end of the seven days, as they were bound to, every living thing would have succumbed to the plague and died. He laughed. It was so easy: just let the world continue on exactly as it had for centuries.

      Damn the wretched Prophecy, Cain thought, damn the old man and damn the Heirs of Eden. Very soon they won’t have a world worth saving.

      With the Heirs of Eden dead, Cain’s human population in Havilah would rise and the prophecy would, in time, come to Havilah.

      Now Cain had a different thought. If he had access to any point in any universe through the dreamspinners, why didn’t he get the dreamspinners to take him directly to the Ancient Woman, his dear mother? She was the woman who held the key to life within her frame, the key that would reopen the creation planet of the Garden of Eden.

      The Ancient Woman waited in solitude for the Heirs of Eden to come to her and find the key. What if he went instead of them?

      Cain hummed quietly to himself. Could he really open up the Garden of Eden, all for himself? Did the rules of the universe allow him to go directly to her? He was, after all, only a spirit and weren’t spirits beyond the universal laws? He’d check. Maybe Asgard would know.

      Cain grabbed a stick and made his way to one of the strange domed circles, the puddles of his lost human population on the ground. He traced a hand over the glass surface, wondering who lay trapped underneath. A lady of his court, a son, a dancer, or a warrior?

      Cain was enjoying where his thoughts were taking him. He reasoned that if he could go directly to the Ancient Woman, he’d open up the Garden of Eden himself and would soon have control of every cell of every single living thing. He’d nurture the creatures and beasts he chose and would shape a new Earth. He’d revitalise Havilah with an array of fresh, new creatures of his own making, just the way he liked and as the old man used to do. And would the old man stop him?

      No, because he wouldn’t know how.

      The one thing he was missing was a pair of eyeballs, the source of all true magic. Using the boy’s vision had reminded him of the great power of eyes. But how would this mystery come to him?
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      ‘You know when we talked before about our dreams?’ Archie began, now that they’d all finished their platefuls. ‘And we realised we’d literally shared the same ones.’ He searched the table to see if anyone was listening. ‘Well, I think they might be coming true.’

      Mrs Pye broke in. ‘Now you’re talking about dreams, that means bed for me, and I is pooped. So, I leaves you and loves you, and I’ll be getting some sweet shut-eye in for myself.’

      Old Man Wood stretched his arms wide. ‘And I’m going to sit next door—softer, there.’

      The children thanked Mrs Pye for the meal, hugged her goodnight, and shut the door.

      They sat down again.

      Daisy leaned across the table. ‘I still don’t get what that old woman you killed in your dreams, Archie, has got to do with it. Maybe the dream has an opposite meaning. Maybe we’ve got to protect her, or something, so that she won’t die?’ She flashed Archie a look. ‘What do you think?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Sounds better than murdering her,’ he said, as his thoughts returned to his crazy conversation with Cain. The last thing he wanted was a death on his hands. ‘What if there’s a deeper meaning?’ he added. ‘Something else?’

      ‘Like what?’ Daisy said, wiping the side of her mouth.

      Archie shook his head. ‘I don’t really know,’ he said. ‘I was kind of hoping we could talk about it—’

      Isabella leaned back in her chair and flexed her hands. ‘Kids, this is ridiculous—’

      ‘Archie’s right,’ Daisy said. ‘Come on. Let’s discuss this, if you’re up to it, your brainy-ness—’

      ‘Frankly,’ Isabella sighed, ‘it’s too much for me to deal with right now so I’d rather we didn’t.’

      Daisy shot her sister a look. ‘Actually, boffin brains, I think we should. We’re in this together and dreaming of this Ancient Woman is our only common denominator.’

      ‘No. I’m sorry,’ Isabella said, amazed that Daisy knew what a "denominator" was. ‘It’s not going to happen.’ With a loud scraping sound, Isabella slid her chair back and stood up. ‘You two, by all means discuss it to your heart’s content. Do whatever you feel you’ve got to do. Me? I think I can find better things to get on with, like study.’ She grabbed her plate and marched over to the sink.

      ‘What about Sue–?’ Archie said.

      ‘And the fact that I sent her to her death!’ Isabella snapped.

      ‘You don’t know that—’

      ‘There’s no way she survived—’

      ‘We did—’

      ‘That was luck, Archie, as I told you in the cave,’ Isabella said. ‘Pure luck.’

      ‘No, it wasn’t—’

      Isabella shook her head. ‘Yes, it was. I don’t understand which bit you think wasn’t fortunate.’

      ‘That’s ridiculous,’ Archie fumed. ‘You know what happened—you were there!’

      ‘Yes, of course I was. But there’s no reasonable, logical explanation for it, is there? No truth.’ She washed her dish, placed it in the rack to the side, and dried her hands on a tea towel. ‘To be honest, I’m not even sure it happened.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘More and more, Archie, I’m thinking that we were part of some illusion or hallucination,’ she said staring at their shocked faces. ‘Hasn’t it crossed either of your tiny minds that what happened might be nothing more than a figment of our imaginations.’

      ‘Rubbish—’

      ‘I’m serious.’ Isabella smiled. ‘Why not? There’s every chance we accidentally took a drug, or, maybe the vapours from the storm glass may have contained a mind-altering cocktail and led us, unwittingly, to imagine it all.’

      Isabella had made a Fitzroy storm glass with her friend Sue when she was worried that the storm to come was going to be bigger that anyone in her school could have realised. It had spectacularly blown up, and made Isabella realise that the events ahead of them had every likelihood of coming true.

      ‘But I wasn’t even there when the storm glass exploded,’ Daisy said, quietly. ‘It was just you, Sue, and Archie’.

      Archie could feel his hair turning steely. ‘OK. Let’s talk about the storm glass, Isabella. When it blew up, you thought it was important enough to tell the headmaster, didn’t you? And blocking a lightning bolt and getting holes in your hands isn’t simply a matter of luck. Look at my ridiculous hair, and Daisy’s red eyes!’ He swivelled to his twin. ‘Was interpreting the cave imaginary simply luck for you, Daisy?’

      Daisy shook her head. ‘Nope. Those retracting steps and the pictures on the walls were pretty clear, as well as the Jacuzzi thing that miraculously healed us. Oh, and let’s not forget that I can hear lightning forming and can see stuff you can’t. But then again, you ran up two hundred and twenty-two steep twisting steps in the time it took me to travel twenty.’

      Isabella’s features darkened. She’d been dreading this conversation. ‘Those freaky things,’ she said, as her arms whirled in their direction, ‘can be explained by science. I’ll grant you, there may be some scientific wonders we experienced that aren’t documented as yet, but it’s only a matter of time. Very soon, everything that happened to us will be seen as perfectly normal.’

      ‘Bull,’ Daisy said.

      ‘Daisy!’ Isabella scolded. ‘No, it isn’t.’

      ‘But Isabella,’ Archie said, ‘look outside at the wreckage. The whole country has been utterly mangled. And we dreamt about it—’

      ‘Listen, Archie,’ she snapped. ‘We experienced a once-in-a-lifetime storm. They happen. Globally, big destructive floods do occur: America, Pakistan, Australia, China; they have massive meteorological activity just like this. It’s quite possible that we somehow picked it up in our dreams. Dreams signal things that you fear, so therefore it was perfectly natural for me, as a scientist, to make that connection, albeit in my subconscious.’ She smiled at their confused faces, but her eyes were hard.

      ‘You’ve got to understand, kids, that there’s every chance this is your subconscious playing games with you, mucking about inside your head, telling you things. And remember, these are only dreams. DREAMS, for goodness—’

      ‘So how come,’ Daisy interrupted, ‘we dreamed of the same things?’

      Isabella sat down and leaned forward. Her eyes sparkled as she explained. ‘Because people dream about the same things all the time, Daisy. Dreams repeat themselves time and time again, like songs on the radio, like seasons, like our need for food. Like the process of ageing. Life repeats itself. It just does. Why do you think there are hundreds of books on dream interpretation?’ She offered the question to the table. ‘It’s because people like you and me have the same type of dreams every single night, that’s why. There’s a kind of uniformity to it.’

      Silence descended.

      Isabella looked triumphantly from one twin to the other, her eyebrows cocked. She prepared herself to leave.

      ‘The thing is, Isabella,’ Daisy said, her voice barely above a whisper, ‘no one knows what dreams are actually for. It’s unclear what the purpose of dreaming really is.’

      Isabella scoffed.

      Daisy looked up. ‘Dream scientists who map our subconscious and study sleeping patterns and REM come to all sorts of broad conclusions because, hard as they try, they don’t actually know why we dream.’

      Daisy looked Isabella straight in the eye. ‘So, it’s entirely possible that our dreams have a purpose.’ She slipped her pink glasses on and pursed her lips.

      ‘Oh, how awfully clever, Daisy,’ Isabella spat. ‘Suddenly you’re the authority?’

      Daisy fixed her with an icy stare. ‘Yes. I looked it up. Do your own research.’

      The girls eyeballed each other across the table.

      ‘In any case,’ Daisy said, running her hands through her hair, ‘I can’t understand why you’re not able to link the dreams we’ve had about a storm, finding three tablets, and the murder of an old lady, with the pictures in the cave also showed these exact same sequences.’

      Isabella chortled. ‘You’re referring to those cave paintings?’

      ‘Yup, Einstein.’

      Isabella stood and smiled thinly. ‘OMG. How cute that you managed to find a story in them. I hardly looked at those stupid pictures—’

      ‘They were NOT stupid—’

      ‘Oh, so you think they had meaning,’ Isabella said.

      Daisy nodded.

      ‘They were caveman scribbles!’ Isabella continued. ‘Are you seriously thinking you can derive a story, an entire narrative, from those scribbles?’ she chuckled. ‘They could be interpreted in any number of ways. Really, how dumb can you get—’

      ‘If you’d actually bothered to study them, Isabella, you would have seen our dreams—everything—drawn out perfectly.’

      ‘Even our weirdo features—’ Archie added.

      ‘Plus the Ancient Woman,’ Daisy said.

      ‘And the flood,’ said Archie.

      ‘And the three tablets we’ve got to find,’ Daisy said. ‘You saw that, didn’t you, Archie?’

      He nodded.

      ‘And instructions on how to get out of a sophisticated cave—’

      ‘Not forgetting,’ Archie said, ‘what a mess the country is in and the probable death of everyone we know.’

      Daisy scratched her nose. ‘Caveman scribbles, my arse!’

      ‘Stop it!’ Isabella yelled. ‘STOP IT!’ She put her face behind her hands, her hair hanging over like a veil. ‘Stop going on at me,’ she sobbed. ‘Why are you two always having a dig at me?’

      ‘We’re not—’

      ‘Yes, you are! Ganging up like... like Ant and Dec.’

      Archie and Daisy exchanged glances. ‘Ant and Dec don’t gang up on anyone.’

      Isabella flapped her arms about. ‘Thinking how funny you are all the time.’ She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Do you have any idea what it’s like picking up the pieces after you two?’ she raged. ‘Covering your backs all the time? To me, none of this makes any bloody sense.’

      In one movement, she stood up, picked up a chair, and hurled it into the corner. Then she turned on Archie. ‘Look at you,’ she seethed. ‘You’re a pathetic mess, and you,’ she said, pointing at Daisy, ‘are a stupid, idiotic, thick tart. You’re no better than that oaf, Kemp.’

      She picked up a glass, held it out, and crushed it into tiny fragments in her hand.

      The twins looked on, mouths open.

      Isabella turned, shook the contents over the floor, and stormed out of the room.
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      Daisy picked up the chair and pushed it under the table top. ‘That is one seriously confused chick,’ she said. ‘And, did you notice, no blood.’

      ‘I saw that, too.’ Archie said. ‘You think Isabella’s wrong?’

      ‘Doh! Yeah, of course she is!’ Daisy replied. ‘Come on, no one in the world has hair like yours or eyes like mine, or holes through their hands which don’t bleed when they crush glass into a billion fragments.’

      ‘True,’ he said, sagely. ‘Cool specs by the way. They suit you.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Daisy grinned. ‘Isabella has only to look at her hands to realise that something odd is happening. It’s too freaky for her overly-regimented mind.’

      Archie grinned. ‘So, what next?’

      ‘For starters,’ she said, smiling at him, ‘you need to start wearing a hat.’

      ‘Really?’

      Daisy pulled a black hat out of her pocket and threw it at him. ‘Try this, it’s one of Dad’s. Found it while rummaging around upstairs.’

      ‘Have you been through their entire wardrobe?’

      ‘Yeah, pretty much. Go on, try it.’

      Archie put it on and Daisy clapped her hands. ‘Fan-tastic!’

      ‘I can’t go around with a black beanie on my head. I look like a bad French artist—’

      ‘But it’s cool.’

      Archie took it off and examined it. ‘Really?’

      ‘It’s got you written all over it. Seriously,’ she said, ‘if we think that our dreams actually mean something, then you and me are going to have to figure out the next part, with or without her.’

      Archie sighed. ‘Great.’

      ‘Let’s start with those caveman paintings on the wall,’ she said. ‘Did you study them?’

      ‘A bit,’ Archie said. ‘I don’t think I saw a fraction of what you did.’

      ‘They were all about finding the tablets. I’ve been searching already.’

      ‘Found anything?’

      ‘Nope. Just these glasses, your hat, and these cool, fingerless, studded leather gloves for Isabella. What do you think?’

      Archie inspected them. ‘They’re so not her.’

      She laughed. ‘You think? Well, they might make her look a little less of a nerd.’

      ‘But I still don’t get what we have to do,’ he said.

      Daisy put an arm round him. ‘Don’t worry. Trust me, it’s a piece of cake. As I keep telling you, all we’ve got to do is get to the next stage.’

      ‘Next stage?’

      ‘Yeah, we’ve just got to find the tablets depicted on the cave wall,’ Daisy said, slapping him on his back. ‘No idea where we start, but, as I said, we’ll figure it out.’

      The door yawned open as they entered the living room.

      ‘What do you think, Old Man Wood?’ Daisy said.

      The old man was looking particularly pale. The lines on his face were deeper and more ingrained than usual. He sat in his chair and stared straight ahead at the wall. No words came out of his mouth.

      ‘Woo-hoo! Anyone there?’ Daisy said, waving a hand in front of his face. ‘Anyone home?’

      Old Man Wood blinked and rubbed his face.

      Daisy shook her head, her hair bouncing in the firelight. ‘A right load of zombies tonight,’ she said, throwing herself onto the sofa. She opened the Bible, flicked through to the first pages, and started to read.

      Archie looked at her with his mouth open. ‘You all right, Daisy?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You’re reading!’

      Daisy shrugged. ‘Why not?’

      ‘For starters, I didn’t know you could read.’

      ‘Ha ha. Hilarious, aren’t you?’ She turned the page, ‘I’ve got a hunch, Winkle,’ she said referring to her personal nickname, which she knew deeply irritated him. ‘There’s something in here. Something that we’re missing.’

      Archie looked baffled. ‘Missing?’ He pulled a face. ‘You think so?’

      ‘Yup,’ Daisy said. ‘Still don’t know why it’s us, though. Beats me.’ Her eyes sparkled. She rather enjoyed Archie looking confused. ‘There’s a link between our dreams, the storm, and the pictures in the cave. If we don’t find the tablets, the images on the walls clearly showed that we die—’

      ‘Great—’

      ‘Unless, of course, we miraculously find them,’ Daisy added. ‘So, it’s not all bad.’

      ‘Yes, it is!’ he said, ‘It’s death. The end of this thing we do called living.’

      Daisy pouted and returned to her reading.

      Archie studied her. ‘You actually think we’re going to survive, don’t you?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘How come?’

      ‘Because we beat the storm, and it can’t get any harder than that, can it? I also know that I very nearly died, and that you two got a zapping from lightning bolts, hence your hair and Isabella’s hands. But I didn’t die, thanks to you two. I’m convinced that if we do this together, we’re stronger. Oh, and by the way, if any of us fail, we’re screwed. All dead, instantly.’

      Archie frowned. ‘But Isabella doesn’t want to know. She’s given up.’

      Daisy shrugged. ‘Then we’re already dead.’

      Archie leaned forward in his chair, his chin resting in his hands. ‘You think she’ll shift?’

      ‘Sure. She’s just having a little wobble, that’s all.’

      Archie shook his head. Daisy didn’t sound in the least bit worried. ‘Aren’t you terrified?’

      ‘Nah,’ she replied. ‘What’s the point? Go with the flow, Arch. Go with the flow.’ Daisy nodded at her words of wisdom and returned to her reading.

      Archie looked puzzled. ‘Any idea how long we’ve got?’

      Daisy lifted her head out of the page. ‘What, before we die? I’m working on it right now,’ she said. She carried on reading, flicking the pages back and forth.

      A moment later, she closed the book. ‘There are loads of references to the creation of the world, so I thought I’d count the numbers,’ she announced. Archie perked up. ‘Perhaps the storm represents a new beginning and is aimed at wiping out the world for some reason. Typically, creation stories from around the world work on seven-day cycle. And there are endless references to seven. Seven deadly sins. Seven cycles of life—’

      ‘Seven days of the week,’ Archie added.

      Daisy shot him a look. ‘I’m pretty sure there was a seven-day reference in the cave. The bottom line is this. I’m pretty sure that from the moment the storm went berserk, I’d stab a guess that we have seven days to do whatever it is we’ve got to do.’
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      Isabella lay on her bed and stared at her cream-coloured bookshelves. She liked the regimented order, the neatness and simplicity of her book-cataloguing. How odd that one of the books was upside down and yet the only person who’d been in was Daisy. She couldn’t have rummaged through her bookcase again, could she? Isabella stood up, picked out the book and studied it. “The Evolution of Man.” Goodness, what was happening to her sister? Isabella slotted it in the correct way and sat down on her duvet.

      It was time to think. Everything that had happened could be linked scientifically and logically, surely? But her arguments had logic holes the size of France. She sighed and rolled over. She wished Sue was here to talk it through. It would be clearer then, she was sure of it.

      Sue had this skill of making complex problems easy to understand, like her explanation of particle physics which Isabella had initially struggled to get her head around. Sue asked her to imagine how it was possible to look inside two cars that have no windows or doors. She replied that it was impossible, but Sue told her that the answer was to smash them together. And that, in a nutshell, Sue explained, was what physicists were doing with particles in an attempt to find out what lay beyond.

      Isabella swung her legs off the bed, stood up, and stared at her reflection in the mirror. She looked a fraction thinner, her pointy nose a bit sharper, and her eyes wore a watery sheen. As she brushed her hair, she mulled over the argument with her brother and sister.

      She held up her right hand and looked through the neat hole in the middle of her palm.

      Perhaps she shouldn’t have been quite so hard on them. After all, they were only trying to work it out, and they were a lot younger than her and not nearly so clever.

      She’d apologise, especially for the chair-throwing and the glass-crushing episode. She picked up a picture of the family that sat in a simple, silver frame by her bed. So odd our parents not being here, she thought. Not a word, either. She wondered if they had even the smallest inkling of what they’d been through, and if they missed her even a fraction of the amount that she missed them.

      It had stopped raining for now, but threatening clouds still hung low over the valley. The evening light had a bitty-dusty texture now that the sun’s dappled rays had sneaked under a sheet of grey cloud. She opened a drawer and squinted in the half-light searching for a hair clip when she saw her mobile phone.

      As she stared at it, she knew it might give them contact with the outside world but as they had no power, aside from the petrol generator, no communications and no TV, her hopes weren’t high.

      And anyway, who would she call and what would she say?

      Her heartbeat quickened at the possibility of receiving news. Terrible news, she suspected. More importantly, she wondered if there might be a message from Sue or her parents.

      She placed the phone back in the drawer, pushed it closed and walked away.

      Then she ran back, and opened it again.

      She pressed the power button and the phone loaded. First one, then three, signal bars came up and the battery indicator showed that half the charge was available.

      Messages bleeped in.

      Isabella read the first text and bit her lip. She trembled. Others, it appeared, had experienced the same conditions or worse, and many were still going through a terrible time.

      The difference was that while they were alive, most of the messages were about whether anyone had found Jimmy, or Gus, Charlie, Poppy, or Lara. These were heart-breaking messages; families in frantic searches of their loved ones. Most, she knew, would never get replies.

      In no time at all, Isabella was downstairs and heading towards the living room. She poked her head around the door.

      ‘Daisy, Archie!’ she said, her voice quivering with excitement.

      Daisy was reading on the sofa. Archie was sitting in the smaller armchair, opposite Old Man Wood who looked bored.

      ‘Firstly, I’m sorry I had a go at you,’ Isabella said. ‘I... was wrong to yell and explode the glass.’

      Daisy turned her eyes up from her book and smiled. ‘It doesn’t matter. We’ll work it out, you’ll see.’

      ‘You’re reading?’ Isabella said. She couldn’t remember ever seeing Daisy read.

      Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, yeah. Thought I’d give it a try.’

      Isabella shook her head, moved in to the middle of the room, and sat down on the floor next to Archie’s chair. ‘The other thing,’ she said, her voice quaking, ‘is that my phone’s working. I’ve got some reception and there’s a bit of battery.’

      Daisy and Archie’s ears pricked up.

      ‘Any messages?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Yes, tons.’

      In a flash they were gathered around their elder sister, peering over her shoulder.

      ‘Hey! Wait a mo,’ she said, ‘probably best if I read them out. I’m warning you though, there’s no good news. Seriously.’

      Daisy got the message, dashed off, and returned with a roll of kitchen paper.

      ‘Right,’ Isabella said, quietly. ‘Our weird, bad week has just got officially worse.’ She looked them both in the eye. ‘Are you sure you want to hear this?’

      Daisy and Archie nodded.

      ‘OK.’ Isabella took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. ‘Here goes. First up, a message from Alice. Mr Beattie’s body floated past yesterday—face down, so couldn’t be sure—but identical blue and red tracksuit, same build.’

      Daisy gasped. ‘Coach... dead,’ she said under her breath, her eyes welling. ‘He can’t be.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Daisy,’ Isabella said. ‘I know how much he meant to you. And just to think, Archie so nearly went with him after the game.’

      For several minutes she read on and, as she read, the others stared into the fire. They were lost in their thoughts, tears rolling down their cheeks.

      ‘Are you sure you want to hear more?’ Isabella asked, worried that this might not be helping them.

      Archie and Daisy nodded.

      ‘Another from Alice. She doesn’t think they’ll get through another night. She reckons they’ve had it.’ Her voice began cracking. ‘It’s the rain that’s getting them. There’s nothing but wet and cold, and they’re starving. There’s nothing to eat and there’s some sort of poisonous sewage in the water. Disease is beginning to spread.’ Isabella dabbed her eyes with a paper towel. ‘Here are the people missing or drowned.’ She read out Alice’s list, choking back her tears until she couldn’t go on.

      There was a long silence. The only noises were the gentle crackling of the fire, Old Man Wood’s slow, deep snores and the tip-tapping of rain, which had started to fall again. The light from the flames licked the inside of the old room.

      Finally, Daisy spoke. ‘Any news from Sue?’

      ‘No, nothing, no,’ Isabella said.

      ‘What about the football teams?’ Archie said. ‘They must have been the last ones out of there.’ The school football match had been played right to the end, even when others began to disappear due to the lightning and thunder bursting out around them.

      Isabella scrolled down. ‘Chitbury bus discovered five miles downstream.’

      Then she read out another school message. ‘Missing: Johnson, Cook, Hill, Allen, and Alexander. Gus Williams missing too. Kemp’s coat found, but no body.’

      ‘What about little Jimmy Nugent, Jo, and Cassie?’ Daisy cried.

      ‘Sorry, Daisy. No word on them, I’m afraid,’ Isabella said, as she scrolled on. ‘Here’s one from the headmaster.’

      ‘SCHOOL ABANDONED DUE TO FLOOD DISASTER. WILL NOTIFY IN DUE COURSE. GOD BE WITH YOU ALL IN OUR HOUR OF NEED—Solomon.’

      ‘I’ll reply that we’re safe. At least they’ll know.’

      ‘I wonder if the school even exists anymore,’ Archie said. ‘It happened so fast—the football match was mental—’

      Isabella suddenly stood up and began pacing the room. ‘That’s it!’ she exclaimed. ‘THAT’S IT!’ The others watched her, intrigued. ‘OK, it might look like I’m backtracking,’ she said, ‘but you know Sue and I had been working on a ‘worst case storm situation’ in the event of this phenomenon?’

      ‘Uh-huh,’ Daisy replied. ‘The whole storm glass thing.’

      ‘Well, yes. You see, Sue dreamt about the flooding as well, and she... she...’

      ‘What is it?’ Archie cried.

      ‘Oh heavens,’ Isabella whispered, going pale and stumbling. ‘It’s... it’s so obvious—’

      ‘What is?’

      Isabella sat down. ‘Sue—’ she began before stopping.

      ‘Isabella, are you, all right?’

      Isabella scrunched her eyes tight. ‘Sue told me she had a nightmare about a flood at the school. She said it was the most real and terrifying dream ever. I told her I’d had a dream like that too, so we looked into it to see what might be happening on a physical level. But, she kept on wanting to tell me something else. I kept avoiding her rantings—I thought it was something to do with a crush—’

      ‘Why was it so important?’ Daisy asked.

      Isabella stood up and resumed her pacing, talking as she went. ‘The thing is, Sue is meticulous about note-taking. And believe you me, she records loads of strange things. She scribbled her nightmare down, instantly, step by step, until the images slipped from her mind. It meant that she had a pretty clear idea of what she’d seen, whereas our recollections were basically a frightening assortment of freaky pictures, weren’t they. Ours were confusing and scary and we more or less instantly forgot them, and this stems partially from the fact that none of us wrote them down. Agreed?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Daisy said.

      Archie smiled. ‘Are you saying now that there might be some purpose to our dreams?’

      Isabella flashed him a wry smile. ‘No, I’m not there yet, Archie.’

      ‘This would explain,’ Daisy said, ‘why she yelled at you on the football pitch.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘I can hear everything, remember,’ Daisy reminded her with a knowing smile. ‘Just before Archie did his "beat up the referee" act, she ran on after you.’

      Isabella stopped still. ‘You’re right!’ she said. ‘I heard her too. What did she say? You’ve got to remember!’

      ‘I wasn’t really listening.’

      ‘Look, please try and remember, Daisy,’ Isabella said. ‘It’s important.’

      Isabella sat down as Daisy ran through what had happened. ‘I’d been hacked to the ground and lay still, trying to keep out of the way when little Jimmy Nugent charged in and everyone started fighting. Archie threw one of their guys about four feet in the air—unbelievably cool—and I was probably the only person who wasn’t getting stuck in. Then I heard a voice. Sue’s voice—yeah, definitely, now I think of it - screaming something like “the rain—it’s all your fault”.’

      The three of them looked at each other.

      ‘Our fault. OUR fault,’ Archie said. ‘That’s pretty full-on. You sure?’

      ‘No, probs not,’ Daisy shrugged. ‘Something similar, though.’

      Isabella groaned.

      ‘No, wait!’ Daisy exclaimed. Her eyes glowed. She kneaded her forehead. ‘It was about you. That’s it. It’s "all about you!" That’s what she yelled.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Yes,’ Daisy said, turning to Isabella as the memory flooded back. She said, “you’re the only ones who can stop it”.’

      ‘Me? Stop it?’ Isabella said.

      ‘That’s close, but it’s not quite right,’ Archie said, standing up and clasping Daisy’s shoulders. ‘What she said was, “only you and your family—the de Lowes—can stop it”.’

      ‘Stop the rain?’ Isabella asked.

      Archie shrugged. ‘Yeah, I suppose. The storm, the rain, everything. That must be what she meant.’

      Daisy clapped her hands. ‘And,’ she said, as more memories flooded in, ‘that we “must find clues in Eden Cottage”.’

      ‘Clues, to what?’ Isabella quizzed.

      Daisy shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I thought she’d lost her marbles.’

      ‘Maybe she had,’ Isabella said. ‘Or, maybe you two are making it up. It’s not that convincing—’

      ‘Perhaps,’ Archie said, ‘she was referring to the clues to finding the tablets that were in the pictures in the cave?’

      ‘You really think so?’ Daisy said, winking at Archie.

      Isabella sighed. ‘Look, forget it. I don’t think it’s fair to jump to conclusions about Sue’s mental health state at that point in time by instantly linking her words with your caveman pictures.’

      ‘But you just said how important it was—’

      ‘Yes, I know I did. But before you two think I’m going to believe you, I require proof, and proper science-based proof at that, not some crazy shouting in the middle of a football match with dubious links to Neolithic art. Sue could have been trying to say any number of things.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ Daisy said, her voice cold. ‘We’ve got seven days to find whatever we’ve got to find and you being like this really isn’t helping.’
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      Gaia flashed into view. The caves on Havilah were bigger and more majestic than she’d realised. In the shape of an arc, with water cascading over the top of ochre-coloured cliff edges that were dotted with sweeping fronds of ferns and boughs of fallen trees. From here, water flowed into one great underground river. She was deep in the jungles of Havilah’s Southern Lands, a place similar to the hot, equatorial landscapes she’d seen on Earth and she’d come to see the new dream powders many of the dreamspinners had been talking about.

      She noticed tiny flashes of light and followed them. There were hundreds of dreamspinners funnelling into the main, vast chamber of the caves through a narrow slit in the rock.

      In the middle of the chamber sat a large pile of light green crystals; the new dream powders.

      Looking up into the tall roof of the cave she noticed fat, hairy, orange and black arachnids with long shiny legs. They were weaving webs like intricate frost patterns.

      Gaia switched modes so that she was invisible to all dreamspinners except those who had done the same as her but they could read her vibrations, should she put any out.

      She noticed how dreamspinners were walking through the air amongst the spiders, pulling the webs into their magholes. Dream powders were being manufactured for a purpose, like a factory, she realised, not harvested randomly.

      Moments later, a dreamspinners flashed through its maghole next to her. Then three more, in quick succession all in the same mode.

      ‘Asgard. I see you.’

      ‘And I you, Gaia.’

      ‘Who are these others? Are they of your kin?’

      ‘They help me,’ Asgard said. ‘Times are changing, Gaia. See how my production of dream powders keeps dreamspinners busy. It is a wonder, is it not? Different dream powders can now be made while the planet of the Garden of Eden lies empty. I have plans for more caves like this. I intend to make these dream powders only available to dreamspinners who wish to become my kin.’

      Gaia felt mildly threatening vibrations. There is nothing to fear, she thought. They are dreamspinners. ‘I have come to see and to learn,’ she vibrated, politely. ‘There is much talk, Asgard.’

      On top of the green mound a mist began to descend, floating right on top of the mound.

      Asgard detected Gaia’s interest in the vapours. ‘For some time, I have studied the powder of arachnids. I have concluded that a fresh dream is a better dream,’ he vibrated. ‘The mist keeps the powders as I wish, for the webs of these spiders are complex and lose their vivacity too quickly.’

      ‘I have never heard of such a thing,’ Gaia said.

      ‘Perhaps you would like to try? Of course, they are free for all to use right now. They may not be in due course.’

      Gaia’s deep black oval eyes betrayed shock. This was nothing short of a barter for dreamspinners loyalty. A notion utterly unrecognisable in their species.

      ‘I will.’ Gaia said, as she flashed into visible mode and inverted next to the green pile where other dreamspinners jostled.

      The mist smelt of something familiar. Something she had known of late, but the exact specification eluded her.

      ‘Take however much you like,’ Asgard remarked. ‘dreamspinners are surprised by the quality and the amount of dreams one is able to deliver. I trust you will be, too.’

      Gaia morphed a leg into a small trowel-like end and shovelled a small mound into her blue flaming maghole.

      ‘You see!’ Asgard said, vibrating loudly to the room. The other dreamspinners fell silent. ‘The great, and long-living Gaia, head of her kin, is here with us. She tries the new powders.’

      A general vibration fizzed about.

      Gaia glanced at Asgard, and inverted to a spot in the middle of the galaxy. Then, wondering what to do with the powder, she inverted again to a faint vibration she had stored away and now honed in on. She needed to find Genesis.
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      Considering the conditions, the children in the tower had behaved splendidly. The curtains of the windows in the tower had made giant blankets, and a large fire burned in the old fireplace keeping the room warm through the night.

      Solomon and the other members of staff had attempted to call the emergency services but the lines were down, or constantly engaged. The headmaster lit a couple of candles and went to his desk. He had an idea that the best person to notify was his cousin, Police Commissioner Charlie Stone. He’d let him know about survivors, who were mainly children, and with luck Stone would pull some strings and get them out. Sooner, he hoped, rather than later.

      He punched a text into his mobile phone. When it bleeped into the ether he allowed himself a smile.

      Perhaps, Solomon thought, it was time to climb up to the top of the tower to examine some of the ancient books.

      When he took over at the school, the previous headmaster had indicated that there was no staircase to the tower because the books therein needed to remain undisturbed. He implied that no-one should venture in and no-one should ever know about it. It was their own little secret.

      Solomon soon forgot about it until several years ago, when the tower’s electrics required a rewire, the lightning conductor replacing, and the masonry required re-pointing and a fresh coat of paint.

      One day a ladder arrived with the builders that stretched up to a hidden trap door in what looked like a false ceiling. And, shortly after, John de Lowe, the children’s father had appeared.

      Solomon had climbed up after John, who, after checking the low, dingy room for what he needed, declared that he needed to study and archive the library in total secrecy. de Lowe had slipped the foreman a fifty-pound note to leave the ladder where it was and, while the archaeologist was collecting his things, Solomon, for a brief, wonderful hour, had taken a torch and opened some of  the great, huge old tomes that lay there. In no time he was back down and that was it. The years had passed but the ladder remained, out of sight, behind a bookcase.

      Now that Solomon had pushed the ladder together to the spot he imagined contained the secret room, he climbed the long ladder, prised open the hatch, pulled himself through and stared at the huge, dusty leather-bound books once again, he wondered if this library might hold secrets to this terrible event?

      He selected a huge leather bound, lifted it to the oak desk, unclipped the metal buckle, and levered it open. The thick sheets of old vellum felt like animal hide as they fell open.

      He found a story, drawn out in neat pictures about three knights, he presumed, even though the writing that accompanied it was in a language he didn’t understand. Following this was a story of three wise men. Perhaps he was looking at an original Nativity story? For a moment Solomon noticed his heart fluttering. Were these ancient scriptures he’d stumbled across? Examining the page, he noted how the vellum looked as if it had once been rolled up, how the dimensions appeared to be a little crudely cut.

      Ancient scrolls turned into a book?

      But why here, of all places?

      He closed the book up and replaced it with another. This one seemed to show a battle, as if a whole world was at war.

      Intrigued, he was about to reach for another when his phone bleeped.

      Solomon sat down and opened the app.

      It was from his cousin, Stone!

      The message read:

      OK received. I’ll get assistance to you for tomorrow morning at the tower. Can you access the roof? Charlie.

      Solomon smiled. Thank goodness.

      But access to the roof?  He searched the room. How would they get onto the top?

      He picked up a candle and walked around trying to ascertain if there was some kind of staircase to the tower roof.

      Then he remembered the words of the former headmaster who had once jokingly referred to a secret stairwell that supposedly connected the main room of the tower to the turret. He’d fleetingly wondered about this, but had never given it any further thought.

      Now that he looked around, candlelight flickering into all corners, the tiny room appeared as symmetrical, and without any access points—apart from the hatch.

      He’d have to check the stairs lower down, to see if there was some kind of sealed door. But as the flooding had risen all the way up to the height of the school chapel roof adjoining it, it was unlikely he would find anything without diving down into the water. And unless they smashed through the lead-held stained glass and somehow climbed up the exterior walls, they were going precisely nowhere. His spirits sank.

      His phone bleeped again.

      Solomon wondered if it was Stone hassling him already. But in an instance, his dim mood changed into joy.

      ‘By all the spirits!’ he exclaimed, removing his glasses. ‘They did it. Those fine de Lowes ruddy well did it! They actually made it home. How the heck did they manage that?’
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      After the teenagers had read every message about the tragedy unfolding in the valley beneath them, another message popped onto Isabella’s screen.

      ‘WONDERFUL! GR8 U SAFE! THANX FOR LETTING ME KNOW. CAN ONLY APOLOGISE 4 NOT LISTENING TO U ISA. WISH I HAD. TERRIBLE LOSSES. MANAGED TO FIND SHELTER IN THE TOWER. HELP TAKING AGES 2 ARRIVE. SEEMS WE R LUCKY ONES. HEARING THAT DISEASE IS RIFE. A STRANGE POISON IN WATER. BE CAREFUL—SOLOMON.’

      Almost immediately, a bleep from the phone meant another new text had arrived. Isabella studied it, her hair falling over her face like a curtain. She squealed in delight and thumped the air.

      ‘Who is it from?’ Archie demanded, leaning in.

      They all turned around as a deep groan emerged from the armchair. Old Man Wood stirred, yawned, and stretched out his long arms. He blinked, rubbed his eyes and smiled as he saw the children around him. Then without warning, the old man jumped smartly to his feet and exploded into laughter.

      The children looked on in complete astonishment while deep guffaws echoed from his big, barrelled chest.

      Moments later, a thunderbolt crashed over the cottage rattling the windows.

      Isabella ducked, and Archie and Daisy instinctively threw themselves behind the sofa. But all the while, Old Man Wood stood and roared with laughter, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      They stared at the large man with their mouths wide open, their hearts fluttering.

      Suddenly, a gust of wind shot down the chimney and extinguished the candles. The children froze as they were plunged into darkness, but as their sight adjusted, the flames in the fire flickered rich and vivid colours into the room. They collected themselves.

      ‘Are you all right, Old Man Wood?’ Archie whispered.

      ‘Fine, my boy. Fine,’ Old Man Wood replied, returning to his chair and leaning forward towards the flames. ‘Something smouldering in the back of my mind suddenly burst into flames,’ he said. His weathered, bony features were enhanced by the firelight, and his eyes seemed to shine like the stars. His wrinkles looked deeper, as though filled with experiences. ‘Something I remembered from a long time ago, that’s all.’

      ‘Right, drama over,’ Isabella said, gathering herself. ‘Would you like to hear who the text was from?’ Daisy and Archie moved in next to her, trying to catch a peek at the screen.

      ‘It’s from Sue!’ she exclaimed.

      ‘You’re kidding!’

      ‘She’s alive!’ Isabella started dancing in front of the fire. ‘In fact,’ Isabella continued, ‘it’s better than that. She’s with Gus!’

      ‘No way!’

      ‘Yes, way! Together they made it through the storm.’

      ‘But how?’ Archie asked. ‘Are they in hospital—’

      ‘No, no, it’s incredible,’ Isabella said, her voice singing. ‘I scribbled on a piece of paper about the boat and shoved it in Sue’s pocket. When Sue ran off, she bumped into Gus and persuaded him to join her and she found the note. They looted the shop, Gus built a shelter over the boat, and, because of that, they survived! Apparently, Gus has been nothing short of heroic. They’re out at sea and they’ve just caught a fish!’

      ‘Blimey,’ Archie said. ‘That really is incredible.’

      ‘It’s mega news, sis,’ Daisy cried, and she hugged Isabella.

      ‘And there’s more.’

      ‘What do you mean, more?’

      Isabella could hardly stop giggling. She found herself blushing and pushing her siblings away.

      ‘What is it?’

      Tears welled in her eyes. ‘They’ve fallen in love.’

      Archie reeled. ‘Oh no! Gus—are you sure?’

      ‘Gus, with Sue?’ Daisy added. ‘Didn’t see that happening.’

      Isabella shook her head. ‘They’ve kissed!’

      Archie reddened just thinking about it.

      ‘They’ve been snogging?’ Daisy laughed. ‘Epic!’

      ‘Yup!’ squealed Isabella. ‘Snogging!’ she repeated.

      ‘Ooh-eeee!’ The girls squealed in delight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      While the joys of Sue and Gus’s love affair dominated the conversation, Old Man Wood picked his way around the room and relit several of the candles. Then he slipped out of the room to do the same in the hallway and kitchen.

      For the first time in ages, his whole body fizzed with energy, as if a touch paper had exploded a great big memory rocket right inside his mind. While many vital clues, he feared, still remained locked out, one thing had come to him with clarity. The answers to some of his questions lay with special old friends whom he needed to find, and fast. If he was correct, they would fill in his blanks.
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      While Isabella put the finishing touches to her text reply, the twins were discussing the revelation of Gus and Sas’s kissing.

      ‘Tell me,’ Archie said, ‘how do you actually, properly snog?’

      ‘OK, listen up bro,’ Daisy replied in a very educational manner. ‘Push your lips together, shut your eyes, open your mouth a bit, poke out your tongue, and swirl it around.’

      ‘Oh, my!’ Archie said. His look of revulsion said it all. ‘And that’s supposed to be nice?’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose,’ Daisy replied.

      ‘What if you start dribbling?’ he asked. ‘And what if you bash your teeth?’

      ‘You don’t—’

      ‘How do you know?’

      Daisy pouted her lips. ‘Cos, I do.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Archie asked, ‘if you’re swirling away, how are you supposed to breathe? Isn’t it all just a bit uncomfortable and awkward and what if the person you’re kissing has bad breath, like Kemp?’

      ‘God, Archie, you’re so ten, aren’t you?’

      Archie frowned. How come Daisy knew all this stuff? ‘Have you actually done it?’ he said.

      ‘Might have,’ Daisy replied coyly. ‘A couple of times.’

      Archie eyed her suspiciously. ‘I don’t think you have. You’re telling me a big fat porky pie.’

      Daisy winked at him with a smile on her face. ‘That’s for me to know, and you to find out.’

      Old Man Wood returned and coughed. The children fell quiet. ‘Time for bed. I’ll put the generator on in the morning,’ he said. ‘But would any of you like to hear one of my stories?’

      ‘Oh yeah! But only if it’s got absolutely nothing to do with snogging,’ Archie said.

      Old Man Wood’s stories were fantastic tales, full of heroes, magicians, witches, evil overlords, and brutal wars. They nearly always contained adventures about tree men, who were the bravest and noblest of creatures. The way he delivered the stories felt like fire and ice blended perfectly together; his face alone, full of wrinkles, seemed to express the meaning in the story.

      When the stories were happy his eyes sparkled like the bright North Star. And when they were sad, dark clouds cloaked his eyes and his wrinkles grew deep and long. The shadows from the wavering firelight dramatised the effect so much that the children would ask questions for days after, such as, “What happened to the Warlbist when her husband gave in to the Floak?” or “How did the Spurtle really get its fur?”

      Daisy smiled. ‘How about the Iso story?’

      ‘We always have the Iso story,’ Archie moaned.

      ‘Because it’s beautiful and she is so awesome.’

      ‘But it’s sooo girly—’

      ‘Iso’s story is an excellent choice,’ Isabella added. ‘Just what we need, so long as it’s only the beginning.’

      ‘Ah, yes,’ Old Man Wood said, winking at the girls. ‘A story of love and friendship and derring-do! But afterwards, no questions, it’s straight to bed.’
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      Old Man Wood had always been old; his face deeply lined by the journey of time, his teeth worn to dull stumps, his remaining hair random and straggly, his skin blotched and wrinkled. He stared out of the window at the charcoal colours of early morning that filtered through the dark clouds and turned to study the frame of his rectangular four-poster bed, which jutted out into the room like a big wooden box. He noted the strange patterns and carvings which adorned every upright and crossbeam, and wondered if they offered any clues to finding the tablets Daisy had gone on about.

      He examined the three rectangular panels at its foot, showing live pictures of the children. Old Man Wood scratched his chin. If it hadn’t been for these panels he had discovered during the storm, he would never have been able to work out the children’s location and go to rescue them. Hadn’t that been a stroke of luck? But how on earth did the panels work, and why?

      It was a simple room. On the floor lay five brown, dirt-ingrained rugs. Behind them stood a large wardrobe, where he stored his few patched-up clothes. In front of the window sat a worn brown leather sofa.

      Classical wooden panelling, made from many different tree species, covered the walls and made them glow with an unlikely variety of colour. How unfussy it was, how strangely beautiful, and how well it suited him.

      Every night since the rain had begun he’d fallen into a deep sleep and then woken, sweating and yelling, gripping the sheets until his hands hurt and his fingernails digging into his palms. Last night it was the same: blinding flashes, searing heat, followed by intense cold.

      Goosebumps appeared as he remembered his dream; the strange alien-like creature with a wispy, ghost-like appearance, spider-like in form with several long legs and a blue ring of fire in its abdomen. He closed his eyes, but the snapshots refused to go away. Why did this creature, more than anything he could think of, fill him with such dread?

      Old Man Wood frowned and stretched his arms out wide. Maybe he’d be better off in front of the fire with a strong cup of tea. Might just fix my head and settle my nerves.

      With his brew in hand, he ambled through, grabbed some kindling and a couple of logs and placed them on the embers. Soon, a small golden flame danced nervously around the wood as it tentatively tried to take hold. Old Man Wood sank into his armchair and stared at the fire, trying as best he might to understand the images in his head.

      Perhaps the fire needed a bit of a poke.

      As he grabbed the steel fire prong, a tune jumped into his head. But this was no ordinary tune.

      ‘Whoooosh, hummmy, sshhhhh, whooosh,’ he began humming. He didn’t know why, but the song sounded like wind pushing through the leaves of trees and as natural as a ditty spontaneously sung by the children.

      As he sang, he reached out and prodded the burning logs, enjoying the way the flames danced and licked yellow and tangerine with greater intensity. He hummed the tune a little louder, with more vigour, liking how it blended with the rhythms of the crackling fire. Now his singing was coming from a place deep within him, the tune filling him with a kind of inner strength that began in his loins, spread to his heart, and radiated to his fingertips and toes.

      As he stared an object grew in the middle of the fire and floated towards him. In all the apples, he thought, what is it? A lump of… what? Mesmerised, he found his hand drawn towards it and, moments later, he found his fingers uncurling.

      His fingers touched it. Much to his surprise he found that the fire and the stone were cool to touch, and it was solid, as if made of granite. He pulled, but the object would not yield.

      ‘Now then,’ Mrs Pye’s voice called out, shattering his concentration and the song. ‘What the blazing saddles do you think you’re doing?’ She stared at him from the doorway.

      Old Man Wood suddenly felt the heat. ‘OUCH! Blasted thing!’ he cursed, rubbing his hands.

      ‘You all right?’ she said. ‘Messing with fire, and at your age too—you should be more careful.’

      Confused, Old Man Wood stood up and marched around the room rubbing his chin, humming to himself, trying to think. Then he made his way into the boot room, where he donned his cap, threw on his green waterproof coat, and wrestled his boots onto his large feet.

      After he’d seen to the cattle, he thought, he’d seek out the old friends he’d remembered earlier at a place he used to know as The Bubbling Brook.
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      Archie woke with a start.

      He yawned, removed the sleep from his eyes, and looked at his watch. Five o’clock. A bit early, but for the first time in ages he felt refreshed after such a long and nourishing sleep without dreaming.

      And anyway, this morning, he’d decided to go and throw his knives in the potting shed. This was something he did whenever he was stressed or upset, and he found it always settled his mind. He dressed quickly and crept out of their attic room.

      He wasn’t the first up. ‘Morning, Old Man Wood,’ he said as he poked his head round the kitchen door. ‘You’re up early. Everything alright?’

      Old Man Wood waved a hand in Archie’s direction. ‘Morning, littlun. Peculiar stuff going on in here.’ He pointed to his head and then stretched his arms out to pull down the cuffs on his coat. ‘Very, very strange things,’ he tapped his head again. ‘I’ve been to see the cattle,’ he said, changing the subject, ‘give them more feed. My, oh my, they looked utterly terrified, which is hardly surprising, considering. None of them have eaten and I squeezed only drops out of Bernice and Burger, dear things.’

      He stopped and stroked his chin. ‘It’s as if they’re trying to tell me something. What are you doing up so early?’

      ‘Might go and throw my knives, take my mind off stuff,’ Archie replied, rubbing his temples. ‘Are you off out again?’

      ‘Yes, littlun, I also need to clear this old head of mine,’ he said as he studied the boy. ‘Now, before I go, is there anything I can help you with?’

      Archie looked up at Old Man Wood. ‘I’m really missing Mum and Dad,’ he said.

      ‘Of course you are,’ the old man replied. He pulled him in for a hug. ‘I’ve noticed that none of you lot are playing. Lots of arguing and funny conversations. What’s up?’

      ‘It’s the rain, I think,’ Archie said, wishing he could say more. It had been raining since the football match, and Archie wondered when it would end. ‘Also being stuck here and feeling utterly helpless and worrying about our friends and... and things like the cave, and those pictures, and my stupid hair.’

      ‘Hmmm,’ Old Man Wood said. ‘Think I know what you mean.’

      ‘Where are you off to?’ Archie asked.

      Old Man Wood scratched his chin. ‘I’m off to find some old friends—they might be able to help at a time like this.’

      ‘Friends? Where?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know. Down there, somewhere.’

      ‘You’re, er…, quite sure about this?’

      ‘Oh yes, Archie.’

      Archie thought for a while. ‘Can I come, too?’ he said.

      Old Man Wood rubbed his mottled head. Taking Archie to find the Bubbling Brook could be a big mistake, foremost because he had no idea where it was. ‘I’m not sure you’re ready to come along, little Archie.’

      ‘Yes, I am,’ he said instinctively.

      ‘If you come along, you’re going to have to swear to me, Archie, that you won’t mention it to your sisters. Especially Isabella. I heard what she said, earlier.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I’m asking you, that’s why,’ he replied. ‘Just for now at any rate.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Archie said.

      Old Man Wood felt himself getting tangled up with the words. ‘Well, these friends might upset you, that’s all,’ Old Man Wood said gently. ‘Thing is, they would most definitely upset young Isabella.’

      ‘Where do they live?’

      Old Man Wood draped an arm round Archie’s shoulders. ‘Once upon a time, I discovered something at the foot of the ruin.’ The ruin stood near to the farmhouse on the top of the Moors with a steep cliff that sheered down to the valley floor on one side. The children had played up there all their lives.

      ‘It struck me that I might find it again.’

      ‘Somewhere near the cave?’ Archie looked puzzled.

      ‘There or thereabouts, I suppose,’ Old Man Wood said, opening the door, which creaked. ‘You can come along, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’
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      Dawn threaded a soft murky light across the vale. In front of them the floodwaters stretched like a vast flowing silver lake.

      After slipping and sliding down the steep track, and squelching through the saturated fields, they were soon at the water’s edge. Old Man Wood took a couple of deep breaths, shook some mud from his boots, furrowed his brow, and peered into the rain.

      ‘Now, where are those funny old trees?’ he said out loud.

      ‘You’re looking for trees?’

      Old Man Wood nodded.

      ‘There are thousands,’ Archie said, shivering. ‘Do you know which type they are?’

      ‘Oh, yes. Willows. Great big clump of ‘em.’

      Archie studied the expanse of water with trees popping out, like miniature crowns.

      ‘Willows?’ he said, avoiding a large puddle. ‘The valley’s littered with willow clumps. Most are underwater. What if it’s one of those?’

      Old Man Wood strode off, his boots squelching in the mud. ‘Something tells me it’s around the headland towards Upsall. Come on, Archie, this way.’

      After a couple of unsuccessful attempts at entering the thick brambles surrounding one thicket, and then doing exactly the same thing with another, Old Man Wood began to wonder if he’d gone the right way. He stamped his boot down in the sludge and a shower of sloppy, brown water sprayed over some sodden ferns.

      He stopped to think. It wasn’t brawn that would lead them to the willows, it was brains, just as he often told the children. The place was known as the Bubbling Brook because the water came from under the ground and bubbled, gently. He found an old tree stump, sat down, closed his eyes, and tried to concentrate.

      Old Man Wood stood up and sat down again, all the while mumbling to himself. Then up. Now down. Without warning, he shot off, following the waterline towards Upsall. Archie watched Old Man Wood with a mixture of curiosity and growing anxiety. The old man’s excitement bordered on madness, real madness. It was like watching a child at a fairground who couldn’t work out where his favourite ride had gone.

      Archie hurried to keep up. Most of the thickets that followed the water’s edge were identical, with their leaves stripped by the rain. Defeated by the first two, they waded through shin-high water, where at length they met a huge cluster of brambles and fallen trees with twisted, smashed branches.

      In front of them, a mudslide blocked their path. They slipped, climbed and squelched back up the hill towards the ruin, reverting down to the water’s edge.

      Soon, a willow clump consisting of new shoots and whips and three huge, old trees blocked their path.

      On one side, several large trees stood half-submerged in the floodwater, on the other a mess of trees, rocks, and brambles had collected where the ground had slipped away.

      Archie caught his breath. ‘Look, there’s no way we’ll get through there,’ he complained. ‘Why don’t we head back?’

      Old Man Wood groaned. ‘Nonsense. I’ll use a bit of beef and bludgeon a way through the middle,’ he replied.

      In no time, the old man had shinned up one of the large outer trees and was balancing on a long, thick branch that leaned from one side of the clump to the other. Archie climbed up after him and watched as the old man moved one foot in front of the other, his arms outstretched as if on a tightrope.

      A quarter of the way across, Old Man Wood sat down. ‘Blasted water!’ the old man cried. He bent his leg round, removed his boot, and poured a stream out into the pool beneath him.

      As Old Man Wood wrestled his welly back on, he eyed a route across that would involve a couple of leaps from branch to branch.

      The old man took a deep breath and puffed out his chest. He jumped onto a low branch, which swayed ominously, before springing and landing on the next.

      Archie couldn’t believe his eyes. ‘Hey, be careful! You sure you’re all right?’

      ‘Never been better,’ Old Man Wood replied clapping his hands. ‘It’s a piece of Mrs Pye’s cake.’

      But at that moment, for no real reason, he lost his balance. Throwing his arms wildly in the air like errant sails on a windmill, he swayed first one way, then the other, like a pendulum. Then, with a look of total surprise on his face, the old man plunged into the pool.

      Archie exploded into laughter.

      Old Man Wood resurfaced, coughing and spluttering and looking rather like a drowned rat. Archie heaved him up onto the branch and smacked the old man’s back. Then, the old man wiped his face with his sodden clothes and sat down.

      He shook his head. ‘Getting a bit old for this kind of thing, I reckon,’ he said, spitting out a little more water.

      His head twitched from one side to the other. He sidled along on his bottom. ‘Is someone there?’ he turned to Archie. ‘Did you hear that, Archie?’

      Archie scanned the pond and shook his head.

      ‘Apples alive, there are more,’ the old man said. ‘Laughing like crazy. All round.’ Old Man Wood’s head shifted from side to side. ‘Laughing like I’ve never heard.’

      Archie frowned. ‘I can’t hear anything, Old Man Wood. You’re sure you’re–?’

      ‘There, again! Loud as anything. Loads of them.’ Old Man Wood climbed up onto the branch and folded his arms. ‘You think that was funny, do you?’ he said furiously, to the empty pool. ‘Well, when I find you lot, I’ll show you—mark my words!’
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      ‘I’ve got to find Archie,’ Daisy said, sitting bolt upright.

      ‘He’s fine,’ Isabella yawned from behind her curtain. ‘Don’t worry—’

      ‘No, Isabella, he’s not. He left early. I heard him slip off. Something’s not right.’ She climbed out of bed. ‘I can kind of sense it.’ She flipped on the light, which much to her surprise, flickered into action. The generator was working.

      As she slid into her jeans and shirt she tapped on Isabella’s duvet. ‘Isabella, put your phone on charge now. There’s power, but it won’t last.’

      ‘You do it,’ Isabella groaned. ‘I left it downstairs.’

      After Daisy had plugged in the phone she headed into the kitchen where she found Mrs Pye ironing in front of the television. The hum of the generator and the chatter of the morning news filled the room.

      ‘The telly!’ Daisy exclaimed. ‘When did it come back on?’

      Mrs Pye looked up. ‘Good morning, Daisy.’

      ‘Oh! Morning, Mrs P.’

      Mrs Pye scrunched up her face. ‘Now then, about ten.’

      Daisy smiled. Mrs Pye never referred to time in its entirety, so it could have been seconds, minutes, hours, or days. Sometimes, even months or years.

      Daisy ladled a spoonful of thick porridge into her bowl, added treacle and stirred it in. She pulled up a chair and looked up at the screen.

      A banner ran along the bottom, “Yorkshire Disaster” it said. Next to it was “helpline number”. Daisy wondered whether it was worth a call. Then again, they were fine, so why bother? By the look of things, others were in a far worse state than they were.

      ‘Experts are saying that the unprecedented flood in the north of the country is partly due to the effects of global warming. But what is baffling forecasters is that this freak storm did not blow in, it simply mushroomed out at alarming speed from a position just to the west of the North Yorkshire Moors.’

      The camera panned to an almost totally submerged village. Daisy gasped. Was that Kettleby, just down the road? Only the spire of the church and a few rooftops were visible. ‘It’s a similar picture throughout the whole of Yorkshire, Cleveland and Lincolnshire,’ the commentator continued. ‘There is no power, or fresh water and human sewage fills the streets. Disease is now a real threat.’

      The picture returned to the studio and a man stood next to a graphic of the North of England. The presenter looked glum. ‘A freak weather depression has settled directly over the northern half of the UK.’ The TV graphics changed. ‘The problem, as you can see from our satellite image, is that it doesn’t appear to be letting up. Although no torrential rain is forecast like we saw on Friday afternoon which, incidentally, was the hardest rainfall ever recorded anywhere in the world, and for the longest sustained period of time, more rain is due, which will cause further havoc as water levels continue to rise. Add this to an exceptionally high tide at York, with an already saturated water table, and it means the rising water doesn’t have anywhere to go.’

      The screen snapped to helicopter footage of the flooding.

      ‘Early casualty estimates range from 3,000 to 30,000 victims. According to the emergency services, it’s impossible to tell. Ten counties are in a state of emergency and people within this huge area are being advise that where possible they should evacuate to higher ground on the North York Moors and the Yorkshire Dales. However, resources are limited and it’s a slow process. The death toll looks certain to rise, possibly in greater numbers than originally estimated as news filters in from stricken towns and villages across the country.’

      The picture reverted to the news anchor.

      ‘We’ll have regular updates throughout the day, but right now let’s go to our reporter in the submerged North Yorkshire town of Northallerton. Some of these pictures are of a distressing nature.’

      Mrs Pye watched the screen, transfixed, her face even paler than normal.

      ‘This pregnant woman was saved when a neighbour smashed an upstairs window and was dragged out onto the roof. She was one of the lucky ones.’

      The woman, looking frightened and pale, told her story. The reporter continued.

      ‘A partial service has resumed for many mobile phone networks and the emergency services are urging people to call the national emergency hotline to let them know of their whereabouts. However, network operators say only a limited service is available, so do keep trying.’

      Daisy was about to go when a “News Flash” item popped onto the screen. The broadcaster cocked his head, listening to his earpiece.

      ‘We’re getting news of an extraordinary survival story.’

      He smiled into the camera as he focused on his news feed.

      ‘Earlier today, an unknown boy was found hanging to a top branch of a tree in the middle of the vast area of flooding near to the ravaged village of Upsall, which was at the very epicentre of the storm. Remarkable footage of the rescue has come in via the North Yorkshire air ambulance crew.’

      The screen reverted to a helicopter cockpit and a man with a jumpsuit and mask. Through the windows, the chopper blades whirred in a blur. Below, lay a huge expanse of water and, as the pilot took the helicopter down, right in the very middle of the picture sat the crown of a huge bare tree. Suddenly, muffled cries from the crew cut across the whorl of the rotors. The footage cut back to those within the helicopter who were gesticulating wildly with their arms.

      The camera panned back to the tree as the helicopter banked. The lens zoomed in. For a moment, there was a strange silence as the crew and viewers looked into the bare branches of the tree. Then, as the helicopter swung to the left, there, draped over a bough, was a human figure hugging a thick branch.

      Mrs Pye grabbed Daisy’s arm and gripped tight. Now, the sound cut out altogether. The camera zoomed in even closer to show the boy, unmoving, his naked white flesh clearly visible against the dark water beneath him.

      Daisy gasped. Who could have survived the storm, and the flooding, and then climbed up a huge tree, naked? It didn’t seem possible. Daisy could hardly breathe as the camera lens reached in until the only thing on the screen was the head and shoulders of a gaunt, white boy. He was utterly beaten and did not have a hair on his head. Bald, like a big baby.

      A shiver raced up Daisy’s spine. That jawline, and those fat lips were so familiar. But whose? In a flash it hit her. Kemp! It had to be; she could tell his face from a mile away. But where was his thick shredded-wheat mop of hair?

      But, if it was Kemp—and she swore it had to be—then Archie needed to know. He’d confirm it.

      Seconds later, the images on the TV died, leaving a blank screen.

      Mrs. Pye, tears washing down her ruddy cheeks, waddled over and gave the screen a smack.

      But Daisy ran into the boot room and, noting that both Old Man Wood and Archie’s boots were missing, donned her oilskin, lifted the hood over her tangled blonde mop, and shot out into the rain.
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      Dr Adrian Muller instantly struck everyone who met him as a kindly man. His sharp nose, thick mop of dark hair that flopped across his forehead and his jutting jaw that moved from side to side when he talked, gave him a curiously academic air. He took hold of the clipboard and ran his finger down the boy’s chart. Without meaning to, he raised his thick, dark, eyebrows, which dislodged his half-moon wire-framed glasses. He nudged them back into place without even noticing.

      He studied the data again. The boy’s survival didn’t make sense. ‘Are you sure these are correct?’

      The nurse, her mousy hair tied up in a bun, confirmed the data. It had been triple checked, she told him. And, keeping her voice low, she said, ‘His condition is unlike any of the other flood victims. Typically, what we’re seeing is a combination of hypothermia and signs of viral infection. The boy’s condition is nothing like that. The good news is, he’s out of his coma and we’re hoping to talk to him later today.’

      Dr Muller shook his head as he looked through the sheet of glass in front of him. The boy lay, his mouth and nose covered by a plastic mask, his arms pricked with drips that dangled from him like flexible plastic straws. Littering his body were bandages, liberally administered, as if he were part-human, part-Egyptian mummy.

      Two other men stood next to the medics in the gallery room. One was Police Commissioner Charlie Stone, the tall, reedy, silver-haired relative of Solomon’s, who had been put in charge of the nation’s flood relief efforts. The other was the Prime Minister himself, Ed Kingsford.

      And the PM was more than a little irritated by the whole thing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Prime Minister Kingsford found himself wearing an anti-contamination suit. He stared through thick glass at a sick, bald child in the isolation unit, labelled as “The miracle boy” by the media. The images of his being found naked in the top of a tree in the middle of a huge expanse of water had caused a sensation around the world, and represented a glimmer of hope.

      As the disaster spiralled out of control, his was a good news story amongst the carnage, and the Prime Minister recognised this. How long could he put off facing the press and their questions? Journalists were baying like hounds for a story, and he needed it to be a positive one.

      He knew the boy’s tale—and his survival, were now a top priority.
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      Gaia found herself on the edge of the known universes in a place inhospitable to life. This was a star of burning rocks and gases, of unjust storms, and temperatures ranging from intensely hot to bitter cold.

      Here was a planet in the making going through the long process of adaptation; from various collisions and coolings, before, a million years from now, it would be ready for new life forms. Because the energy it produced was so intense, it was a good place for a dreamspinner to become undiscoverable.

      Gaia had found the right spot.

      ‘I see you, Gaia,’ familiar vibrations said.

      ‘And I you, Genesis.’ She dipped a leg in her maghole. ‘There is a development.’

      ‘You speak of Asgard?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, feeling the powder tucked inside the blue electrical void. ‘Asgard is making dream powders on Havilah.’

      ‘Asgard is too hasty,’ Genesis snapped. ‘The Heirs of Eden may yet succeed. To pass the trial of the storm means that they are the true Heirs of Eden. Has he forgotten such things? And now the Heirs of Eden will learn about their gifts.’

      ‘Even though,’ Gaia answered, ‘they are only human children?’

      ‘Yes, but it is not so foolish. Children have less to hold them back. Without knowledge and human conditioning, they have more freedom to explore and to wonder. And although they are inexperienced in life, perhaps the energy of the universe has made a clever choice. Their task is not easy, but innocence and the energies of love will help them.’ Genesis shifted. ‘You have Asgard’s powders?’

      ‘I have,’ Gaia said, producing a tiny amount of the powder from her maghole. ‘It has been sprayed by a vapour. The dreamspinners I collected it from told me this was to make the powders fresher. In my visible form, I could smell something was not right. Have you heard of such a thing?’

      She extended the powder-bundle to Genesis.

      The old dreamspinners studied it with her large black eyes. ‘I cannot tell. Have you seen how they effect humankind, or animals?’

      Gaia had not.

      ‘Try the little beasts who scurry. If this dose is intended for human consumption, you will know soon enough. Look out for signs. Then come back to me when this is done.’

      Genesis turned away and faced the bubbling magma. ‘I sense you wonder what I am doing out here in the wilds of the ether. I am resting, Gaia. I seek the heat of the furnaces of creation to keep my body energised before I must pass. My time is concluding but there may be one last time where I am required.’

      ‘But none have your knowledge,’ Gaia pleaded. ‘You cannot depart now. Not until this story has unfolded. Stay close to these energies so you can pass on what you know.’

      ‘If I stay too long,’ Genesis vibrated, ‘the blue gases of heat and light will make me fade, Gaia. My shadow is coming.’

      ‘We will not know what to do.’

      ‘That is why, soon, I will tell you and Gaia all you need to know. Return to me presently with Luna.’

      A flare of blue heat shot through both of them. They let it wash over them. ‘There must be balance, Gaia. The universe only tolerates balance.’

      ‘I will return.’

      Instantly, Gaia, refreshed by the blue heat, inverted through her maghole back to Earth. She found herself in the middle of the city of Mumbai, and inverted again to a large stinking drain filled with rats.
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      If I was Archie, where would I go? Daisy thought. Dad’s shed in the haunted garden wouldn’t be a bad place to start. Quiet. Dark. Horrible.

      The shed near the vegetable patch at the bottom of the garden was where her father and Old Man Wood grew potatoes. But they never stayed there after dark. ‘It’s as if I’m being watched,’ their father said, and Daisy knew exactly what he meant.

      It was a miserable place, and rain beat down on Daisy’s head as she searched for her brother. ‘Archie,’ she called out. ‘Archie! I think they’ve found Kemp! Come inside and check it out.’

      In the distance, the drone of a helicopter forced her to look up into the thick clouds. Must be the rescue mission swinging into action, moving people to higher ground. But they’d never come up here, where the forest was impenetrably thick and littered with broken trees and mudslides. Besides, theirs was the only dwelling for miles around.

      Behind the plum trees lay an expanse of thick bushes in the shape of a horseshoe. Daisy made her way gingerly towards the drooping, skeletal branches, her boots sucking noisily in the mud. Here, a small opening led to an old rusted gate.

      She stopped and studied it for a moment. I don’t remember that gate. More importantly, where does it lead?

      She removed a couple of sopping-wet hair strands from her face when suddenly, from the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a shining object hanging in the bushes beyond the gate. Daisy peered at it, intrigued. A tiny jewel. A diamond? She moved closer.

      She noted how the jewel looked more like a pearl in the shape of a teardrop, but sparkly. She liked the thought of it around her neck, against her pale skin.

      Daisy gave the gate a shove but it was jammed solid with creepers and rust. She tried again with the same result. It hardened her resolve.

      ‘Come on, Daisy,’ she whispered. ‘On the count of three: One, two... THREE!’

      She slammed into the gate, but instead of meeting resistance, Daisy hurtled straight through. As she tripped, she reached out for the jewel. Before she knew what was happening, she found herself entirely submerged underwater.

      ‘Phleaux!’Tchuch!’ she spat, coughing out a lungful of metallic, coppery-tasting water that hinted of ripe cheese. Now her head swam and dizziness threatened to overcome her as a buzzing noise hummed in her ears.

      She dragged herself out and fell to the ground. A terrible thought washed over her. What if she’d just swallowed the deadly, poisonous sewage water?

      And now she noticing the dry grass and how a gentle, warm wind blew over her.

      The buzzing sensation between her ears eased and soon ebbed away entirely. She lay still with her eyes shut and wondered if this was how the poison set about its mortal path.

      Maybe, she’d died and gone to Heaven.
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      Old Man Wood’s eyes darted from one side to the other. He crouched down and coughed the remaining water from his windpipe.

      ‘They’re laughing at me, Archie. Masses of them—in hysterics!’

      Old Man Wood’s ears pricked up. ‘There! There it is again!’ he boomed. ‘Can you hear them?’

      ‘Hear who?’ Archie quizzed, trying to find the source of Old Man Wood’s outburst.

      ‘Uh? You can’t hear it?’ Old Man Wood whispered. ‘…must be able to!’

      ‘No, nothing—’

      ‘Again! There they go, loads of them. Laughing, talking, hum-humming.’

      Archie strained his ears, ‘Hum-humming? I can’t hear anything.’

      Old Man Wood scrambled across a branch, his head turning to and fro.

      ‘You know,’ Archie said, ‘maybe you’re hearing things. Is there water in your ears?’

      Old Man Wood stared at him indignantly, his eyes bulging. He shook his head. ‘Definitely not.’

      ‘Look,’ Archie insisted, ‘let’s go home, get some breakfast.’ He scoured the area. ‘Really, there’s nothing.’ He watched Old Man Wood shuffle up another trunk.

      But Old Man Wood wasn’t listening. ‘Oh, yes there is, Archie.’

      Archie sighed. ‘Let’s get back, please? You’ll catch pneumonia if you hang around too long.’

      But Old Man Wood had abandoned his boots and was now scurrying around the trees and bushes like a man possessed. He dashed around the thicket, waded through the pools and peered around the trees.

      ‘Reveal yourselves!’ he cried. ‘Where the devils are you?!’

      On his third attempt to grab his attention, Archie decided that the old man had lost his mind.

      What would Headmaster Solomon say if he saw this? Archie wondered. They’d be whisked from the cottage and taken into care. He snapped off a wet, dangling tree branch and tossed it in the water and stared at Old Man Wood who was still bouncing around the pool, ducking here and peering there behind the trees.

      Archie felt empty inside. Making as little fuss as possible, he scrambled over the fallen tree trunks and exited out of the clump the way they’d entered, back towards Eden Cottage.
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      To Old Man Wood, the laughter grew and grew. ‘Haaahaaahaaaahaaa! Haaaaaaa! Ha! Woah-ha ha!’

      ‘Cor, this is the most hilarious thing I’ve seen for years.’

      Slowly, it dawned on him.

      ‘Is that you?’ Old Man Wood said. ‘Is it the sound of the old trees?’

      This time, the trees collectively agreed. And their laughter was now a laughter of joy at seeing Old Man Wood, rather than roaring at his antics.

      ‘Archie! I’ve found them,’ Old Man Wood yelled out, before turning back to the brook. ‘How come I can hear you, old sticks?’

      ‘Well, hello to you, too, Old Man Wood,’ was the reply from the willows. ‘The water is sooo high, way up, up over those steps, hum-hum.’

      ‘With any luck, we have ourselves several days of the loveliest special water, hum-hum,’ said a voice from the largest of the weeping willow trees. There was a general murmur of approval. ‘Can you see us yet?’

      Old Man Wood strained his eyes.

      ‘Have yourself another good sip, dear old friend. You must have had a lil’ taster in the pool to hear us laughing at you, hum-hum. Heavens above, that was one funny sight, you can still make a tree laugh, old man.’

      Old Man Wood cupped his large, old, leathery hands and brought the water to his mouth. It tasted metallic and bitter, as though laced with iron and sulphur. The liquid fizzed and made his eyes wobble for a few seconds. Then, a buzzing sensation rolled in and tumbled about in his mind. When he opened his eyes again, he looked out over the brook.

      Where before he noted an array of stems and boughs, now, perched on each tree, were tiny elf-like figures no bigger than shoeboxes, with small, pointed ears and sharp noses.

      Each tree elf had rough, coarse skin, like bark, and their tiny bodies were shrouded in mini clothes made from willow leaves. Tiny arms, like twigs, protruded from either side of their bodies and each had sharp eyes, like polished wood, that darted from place to place.

      ‘Aha! Apples-alive!’ Old Man Wood exclaimed. ‘The spirits of the trees. I see you!’

      The old man watched as the young ones ran up and down their smaller trees, their little legs disappearing into the wood. Sometimes they vanished into the trunk altogether and reappeared at the end of a branch dangling from their heads, or sitting on a root at its base.

      ‘Crimpers!’ Old Man Wood said, as he hugged the biggest tree enthusiastically. A strange elfin creature was standing with one foot attached to the tree and the other on Old Man Wood’s head.

      ‘How many are you?’ he asked.

      ‘We’re sixty-seven,’ said a deep voice from behind Old Man Wood. ‘Loads of new little whips and a couple of small trees and, hum-hum, us big’uns just keep on going.’

      Old Man Wood closed his eyes. ‘Let me see if I can remember. Bethedi…?’

      ‘Well, well, well, hum-hum. Isn’t that something?’ said a wiry, elderly tree elf dangling off a big tree to the side of the brook. ‘He remembers me! So, your memory is still intact, huh?’

      ‘There’s the thing,’ Old Man Wood replied. ‘It isn’t—’

      ‘You mean,’ the tree elf said as he ducked into his tree and reappeared at eye level with Old Man Wood, ‘even with this great rain, you don’t know what’s a-happening?’

      Old Man Wood groaned. ‘My brain gets all clogged up. And then there are the nightmares that I don’t understand, with little bits that are familiar. But otherwise, dear Bethedi, it’s a mystery. I’ve forgotten the lot.’

      ‘But you do know who you are?’

      Old Man Wood frowned. ‘I’m not sure I do anymore.’

      Hum-hums and him-hims erupted around the brook as the tree elves absorbed this information. ‘You quite sure?’

      ‘Yes!’ Old Man Wood replied.

      ‘Then, hem-hem, you’ve come to the right place,’ said a soft, higher voice from the third large tree on the far side of the brook. ‘And in the nick of time, it would appear. Do you remember me? I’m respidistra, hem-hem?’

      ‘Crespidistra,’ Old Man Wood repeated, nodding. He propped himself up on the tree and looked over the water at a slender, feminine willow spirit.

      ‘We lost Jonix a few seasons back,’ she said. ‘He died from a painful canker, but he had time to pass on his knowledge. We miss him dearly... but lately, a whole raft of baby willows sprouted. Let me introduce you to our saplings.’ The elegant willow spirit turned to the nursery. ‘Well now, say hello to our oldest and dearest friend, Old Man Wood, hem-hem. He is the greatest and, indeed, the only, being of his kind on this planet of ours!’

      With that, a huge ‘Hello Old Man Wood,’ in an assortment of high and low voices called out over the gentle spring waters, followed by um-ums and im-ims.

      Old Man Wood suddenly remembered Archie. He searched around and yelled out. ‘Archie, over here, they’re here!’ he repeated. ‘I’ve found them. Come, look—’

      ‘If you’re looking for your friend, he left a little while ago while you were, hem-hem... figuring things out,’ Crespidistra said gently, before disappeared into the tree and re-emerging higher up. She gazed out towards the hill.

      Old Man Wood followed her eyes and glimpsed Archie looking down. He waved enthusiastically but Archie shook his head. Oh well, the old man thought. It’s probably just as well.

      ‘Can I say on behalf of all the willow spirits, what a magnificent entrance that was, my old friend. You certainly haven’t lost your style. Welcome to The Bubbling Brook, where all things speak as one.’

      The smaller tree spirits erupted into laughter, pulling their stems one way and then the other so that the noise of twigs snapping and cracking filled The Bubbling Brook like applause.

      ‘Took you a while to find us, though—the water’s been high for a couple of days now,’ the elf said as she sat at the end of a branch that hung over the water. ‘And it’s been a long time since we last spoke, hem-hem?’

      ‘I hope you’ve got some juicy things to tell—?’ said another, named Willip. ‘It’s so boring here. Did you ever manage to find your way into that storeroom?’

      ‘How is that vegetable patch of yours?’ said another. ‘Some of the birds told us you’d grown star-shaped carrots.’

      ‘And what of that young lady?’ asked an elf called Shodwonk who, as his name suggested, was a little lopsided. ‘And did you ever hear back from that friend of yours with all those ideas?’

      Old Man Wood scratched his head.

      ‘You know, him-him,’ Shodwonk continued. ‘About five hundred and thirty-two seasons ago. Mr Leonard Vinchi?’

      ‘Oooh yes,’ Crespidistra added, ‘such a nice young man, hem-hem. And how are your apple trees? The apple-elves rarely get out, claim they’re too busy—’

      ‘Now, hum-hum,’ said the deeper voice of Bethedi, ‘fill us in, won’t you. Tell us your news, dear friend.’

      Old Man Wood clapped his hands together as a smile spread from one side of his gnarled old face to the other. He beamed at the curious clump with their little tree elves homming and humming. Then, after a bit of a fuss, he sat down respectfully on one half of Jonix’s stump, took a deep breath, and began by telling the trees all about the children. He also told them how he’d found Mrs Pye in the woods at the bottom of a gorge, mangled and covered in blood, and that they still didn’t know who she really was, or where she’d come from.

      He followed this by telling them about his beloved vegetable patch and his trusty cattle. He went into limited detail on his struggle to grow purple spinach, and how the answer to his carrot fly problem was to grow the vegetables in containers on the roof. All the while, the willow spirits listened, asking questions when appropriate, and laughing at exactly the right moments.

      Old Man Wood felt as if he was talking to his oldest friends. And, in a way, it wasn’t so far off the truth. For no matter how ancient Old Man Wood grew, the willow trees had the ability to remember in astonishing detail each and every word he’d ever told them, from the day they had first met. And this knowledge had been passed on from generation to generation.

      These willow elves were information sponges. The perfect living memory bank.

      Suddenly, two ducks flashed through the branches and, with a minimum of effort, dropped into the middle of the pool of water. Automatically, they dunked their heads and, moments later, they surfaced, shaking their bills from side to side.

      ‘Hey! You gnarled old pieces of timber,’ the first duck said addressing one of the tree elves. ‘What do you give a sick bird?’

      ‘Tweetment!’ the other duck said, before any of the tree spirits had the chance to respond. ‘Hey, and did you see that duck who came in here? He really... quacked me up! Whoaaa! I’m on form today,’ the duck continued.

      ‘And what about the owl, huh?’ said the second duck. ‘He didn’t give a hoot!’ They both quacked with laughter.

      ‘Haha, oh boy, oh boy, oh boy, we’re the best!’ The first duck said. ‘Anything to liven up you boards. Whoa, geddit? Boards!’ the birds sang as they lifted out of the glade.

      ‘Cres,’ Bethedi said, ‘can’t we stop those blasted ducks flying in here, telling their appalling jokes?’

      ‘You know there’s nothing we can do, and they’re a great deal better than the blackbirds. They simply repeat things over and over again if they like the sound of it.’

      Old Man Wood shook his head and laughed. The sound of his rich voice echoed around the brook. He’d forgotten how wonderful the world was when everything could talk—and spell—given the right circumstances.

      He was overjoyed. Right now, though, he needed to put the trees’ memory to the test and think of some good questions.

      Where would he begin? And what questions would be most helpful to them all?
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      Archie squeezed between the old oak upright post and the wooden door that had jammed tight against the cold concrete floor of the garden shed. Once inside, he felt the familiar course fibres of a pile of old empty sacks and fell heavily into them. His cheeks stung with the salt of his tears, and the walk up the slippery hill had made his leg muscles burn. He found the light on his watch. Not yet ten. It felt like lunchtime.

      Archie tried to get himself comfortable, to settle his mind. He couldn’t think clearly for the noise of the rain, which now drummed hard on the tiles above his head.

      He reached behind the sacks, feeling for a cloth bundle.

      Archie untied the cloth, pulling out three stunning silver-coloured knives. He ran his hand over the sharp tips and shivered as he thought about his first encounter, three nights ago, with the ghost Cain. He remembered the ruby-encrusted knife Old Man Wood had found the following morning that fell out of the ghost’s coat pocket of the coat that Cain had clearly left behind. This was the same knife that Cain had cut him with. He touched the scar on his chin.

      What had Cain told him at the time? ‘The power of a horse and the courage of a lion’.  It was ridiculous, he thought, even if he couldn’t get it out of his head. He smiled as an image of himself, deeply muscled, entered his mind. He wondered if somehow, impossibly, he really had acquired super-strength of some kind. After all, as they escaped from the storm, he’d managed to pull a tree out, carry Daisy to the cave, and push a gigantic boulder out of the way. And yet, here he was, still his reasonably puny self.

      He tensed his arms and the muscle bulge wasn’t impressive. He patted his hard hair. Maybe it had something to do with being struck by lightning?

      Archie’s knives were like secret friends. He knew how to hold them, care for them, balance them, and hide them away. It was his one secret, albeit a badly kept one, for Isabella knew and she hated them with a passion.

      He remembered the day he found them—two days after his seventh birthday—and they were playing a game of hide and seek in the ruin. He had spied a dark space beneath an outcrop of stone and, without thinking, crammed himself inside, working his body under until he had all but disappeared. As he had scraped the earth furiously to give himself more space, his hand had touched upon a cloth.

      His curiosity aroused, Archie reached in and dug faster. Soon, he realised that inside this cloth lay hard objects. Treasure? He remembered the burst of excitement that had fizzled through him. Just then, Isabella had rounded the corner, saw one of his feet, and dragged him out. He had left the bundle there, but even now he wondered why he hadn’t brought them out and shared his excitement with the others. Somehow, this treasure was his very own little secret. His—and no one else’s.

      A few days later, he returned. His fingers touched the bundle again, and the same thrill passed through him. Using a trowel from Old Man Wood’s potting shed, he’d teased the package from the hard earth. And as he had scraped, he found that the cloth was bound deep in the chasm, holding the treasure within it. Archie pulled until eventually the bundle popped out like a cork from a bottle. With the evening drawing in, he’d run home and hidden the bundle under the bed. Archie could hardly talk through supper that evening. The following day, with the girls in town, he opened the package.

      The cloth itself had felt unusual, certainly like nothing he’d seen before. Wound neatly round and round the fabric, which was as soft as velvet but strong as chainmail, housed three knives, each one about ten inches in length, made from slender sticks of metal. The knives, he recalled, had shimmered as he touched them.

      The tips were slender, with sharpened edges leading to a point, like leaves of a plum tree. The handles were flat, like a wide kitchen knife and he noted that as no water had penetrated the metal, no rust or discolouration showed so either no air had got in, or the metal wasn’t steel. As he had inspected them, right in the middle of each one, he had found a pattern, a circle of lines swirling—mirrored—top and bottom.

      It had taken him several days to work out how they should be used. As hunting knives, they were all wrong; the blades weren’t long enough or sharp enough and the handles ungainly. In the woods, as he ambled along, he held one in his hand and rounded a tree. There, beside the carcass of a rabbit, was a rat. Without thinking, Archie had cocked his arm back and let the knife go. The knife flew through the air and landed with a thud, killing the rat instantly. Archie stared in shock. How had he managed to do that?

      From that moment on, Archie wanted to be the best knife thrower in the world. At first, when the house was empty, he threw the knives into an old cork notice board that he kept hidden under his bed.

      What he had discovered, by a process of elimination and frustration, and with the help of Old Man Wood, who he’d secretly confided in, was that each knife had a special weight. He figured each one had to rotate through the air at either its own unique speed, or at the same speed but from a different distance.

      Archie spent hours trying to work it out. Slowly, it came and, before long, he could automatically judge the weight and the throwing speed of each knife. Then one day, much to his surprise, he rubbed the emblem in the middle and, as if by magic, a smaller knife unfurled itself from the body of the big knife. The same thing had happened on each, and now he had had six knives to play with.

      Archie had practiced with the larger knives on an old wooden log in the forest. He hadn’t wanted anyone to know because he sensed that all hell would break loose, and in the end, it had.

      One day in the woods, while Archie thought the others were fooling around in the house, he’d set up a target which consisted of a woolly mop head and one of Daisy’s old shirts which he had pinned against a tree. Archie had mastered his throw from ten feet, and now was attempting a new distance; thirteen feet, which meant holding the knife the other way around. The first two had clattered into the bark and fallen to the ground. Archie weighed up the final one, his heaviest knife. He pulled his arm back and, throwing a little harder, let go. But at that exact moment, Isabella’s head had suddenly appeared beside the tree.

      The knife flashed through the air and, to his enormous relief, with a gentle thud, the blade had nestled into the wood. For a fraction of a second, Archie wondered whether Isabella knew what he was doing. She had looked at him curiously. Then her eyes followed his, to where he’d been looking. She moved around the tree and saw the end of the knife, straight through the breast pocket of Daisy’s old shirt.

      Archie grinned at the memory. Isabella had gone berserk, screaming at him for being reckless and stupid and for plotting to kill them. He’d protested but Isabella gathered the knives and ran inside.

      From that moment on, his knives would not be tolerated in, or around, the house. On his tenth birthday he’d been allowed to have them back on condition that he always told a grown up when and where he was throwing them. And never, ever, anywhere near Isabella.
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      In the dimness of the musty, rickety shed, Archie focused on the large log. He balanced the first knife in the palm of his hand, a sparkle of gleaming metal catching a ray of light that had crept nervously under the gap in the door.

      Thud.

      The knife flew into the thick wood. Archie wanted to throw it quicker, venting this curious anger that kept welling up inside him.

      He rubbed his hair, the front cluster of which stood hard as iron.

      Thud.

      The next kicked out a splinter of wood. Nice one he thought, much better. Exactly in the right spot.

      And while he did this, he tried to work out what on earth was going on.

      Who was this ghost called Cain, the weird spirit who had visited him, the ghost he’d run away from? How did Cain fit the puzzle? After all, Cain knew all about them, the Ancient Woman, and this crazy Prophecy of the Garden of Eden. But if Cain truly existed where was he from?

      It didn’t add up.

      Archie twisted the knife in his hand, flicking the dull blade around his fingers. To Archie, these confusing thoughts filled his soul with darkness.

      And now, to top it off, Old Man Wood had gone totally stark-raving bonkers. Sure, it wasn’t illegal to talk to trees, but at 8:30 in the morning—to a clump of willows?

      The unfamiliar anger brewed in his veins again. His neck throbbed as a pain shot into his head. ‘Why?’ he said out loud to the dank air in the shed. ‘Why me? What is happening to us?’

      Annoyed that there were simply no answers, he weighed up his last knife. He summoned every ounce of strength in his body and, with a cry, threw it as hard as he could at the old stump.

      Archie walked across the floor and ran his hands over the two-foot-thick log which now lay on the ground, split clean in half.

      He smiled, picked the knife off the floor and, for a reason he couldn’t explain, rubbed the centre over his jeans. He looked at it again and, just as he was returning it to the cloth, he realised he’d seen it before.

      In the centre of the knife lay the circular emblem of a tree, with branches arching out above, and roots mirrored identically below.

      He’d seen the exact same symbol in the cave. His heartbeat quickened. It was the motif at the beginning of the mural that bore fruit, in the middle panel that had depicted death, and finally it had been by the images of rebirth.

      For some reason he thought of Kemp. Did his friend die? Had he run to high ground, or, and his pulse raced at the thought, did he actually join with Cain—instead of him? Poor Kemp. Whatever happened, it must have been a nightmare.

      If only he could remember the gist of Cain’s speech to Kemp in the alleyway moments before the storm broke. The more he pondered this, the more he realised that not only had everything he’d remembered come true, but, importantly, what he’d forgotten could be absolutely pivotal to their outcome.
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      Gaia didn’t have to wait for long.

      A nest of sleeping rats had sucked in the powder, their little bodies digesting tiny amounts Gaia had skilfully administered from a slender needle-like contraption at the end of her long, invisible leg.

      Almost immediately, the rats began to react.

      Animals were always a joy to give dreams to. The way they snuffled and clawed the air. The way their legs often paddled upside down or when they whined or whinnied or barked or squeaked. The way they shook or vibrated as if in fear.

      Moments later, one of the dreamers awoke. Gaia, invisible, silent in the air above, was able to look closely upon the creature.

      Puffy, red eyes. A sign of an ailment perhaps, but nothing unusual.

      She almost missed it. Yellow pustules, spots, beside the rat’s rear leg, more festering in the animal’s creases.

      The rat scuttled along the drain and stopped, quite suddenly. Then, as if made from stone, the rat fell over, convulsing momentarily before death took it.

      Disease, just as she suspected, with an almost instant reaction.

      The dusts had pestilence within them. And then she realised the odour she’d smelt was the same stench as the floodwaters on Earth.

      In no time, Gaia flashed through her maghole to the jungles of  Havilah’s rainforest.

      Large numbers of dreamspinners hovered outside the cave entrance, marshalled by one of the larger dreamspinners, all waiting for their turn to load up with the new dream powders.

      She flashed to the top of the waterfall. Suspended above the chamber, she changed to her visibility status so that the majority would not see her.

      Below her, there lay a small, white, fluffy cloud stained in the middle by a mustard-yellow smear. The cloud began to rain, ever so lightly, directly over the green powders below.

      Gaia watched, fascinated.

      ‘You are admiring my sprinkler,’ said a voice said next to her.

      ‘I see you, Asgard,’ she said, flustered by his lack of a formal greeting.

      ‘A neat use of heat and water,’ he said.

      ‘What is the meaning of this, Asgard. Why do you do it?’

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘Spread disease with your poisonous powders. There is no balance to your methods. And with no balance, you will be punished by the energies of the universes.’

      Asgard drew himself up. ‘As I have already expressed to you, Gaia, I do it for the survival of dreamspinners. Life on Earth will soon move on, but dreams still need to be spun. I intend that we dreamspinners are not replaced, that we retain our purpose.’

      Gaia vibrated back quickly. ‘You are wrong, Asgard. You cannot meddle with such things. We follow the path we have been given, or we die. It is the same with all living entities.’

      ‘We are not any ordinary beings,’ Asgard vibrated sharply. ‘We are dreamspinners.’

      ‘The notion of right and wrong is not ours to determine, Asgard. We are conduits of energy. We channel energy to life forms. The moment we choose a different fate, we are finished. Besides, what good will this mass of death do?’

      Asgard stretched out a long arm towards Gaia, his hand curled in a ball. His other fingers moved together, vibrating again. ‘I am speeding up the inevitable, that is all. I am putting the living on Earth out of their misery early. I am helping us to evolve. They should thank me.’

      ‘You are playing as if you are a form of deity and not its messenger, Asgard. Why do you do as Cain bids?’

      ‘Because Cain’s people will rise. And if we are to remain as a species with meaning, we must attach ourselves to him.’

      Gaia floated close to the pile of powder. ‘And what if the Heirs of Eden succeed? Then all you have accomplished is murder. This is not our way. What you have done is against the principles of universal order. The order of life we obey.’

      ‘The Heirs of Eden will not succeed,’ Asgard vibrated angrily. ‘I grant you they are worthy, but they are human infants. They are weak.’

      ‘Your meddling is your undoing,’ Gaia said. ‘Other dreamspinners must be aware of your scheme.’

      ‘Now that you know,’ he vibrated, calmly, moving closer, ‘stay, a while longer.’

      ‘Come no further, Asgard,’ she warned. ‘Do not taunt me. I do not wish to stay here among your poisons.’

      ‘As the Earth moves,’ Asgard said, ‘there is nothing you can do to stop it.’
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      After several minutes, Daisy placed her hand over her chest and realised the noise she could hear was her own heart thumping. She sat up and opened her eyes.

      Stretched out directly in front of her was a glade. It was in the shape of a long triangle, about twenty paces long by twenty wide, tapering to a point further away. Three curiously gnarled, stocky old trees, their trunks the width of large beer barrels with nodules, were showered in showy petals.

      On the ground, thick, dark green grass, strewn with daisies and buttercups, made it look as if the garden had been transported from the estate of grand house.

      Daisy scratched her chin as she took it all in. The air smelt of early summer, she thought, with the heady perfumes of newly formed flowers. But autumn, she reminded herself, had been and, with the storm, gone.

      She stood up and wandered carefully about, looking for signs of danger, but it seemed to be one of the most pleasing places she’d ever been. Bees buzzed and the sun shone on thick, lush grasses.

      Looking at the sides, thick, impenetrable blackthorn and holly bushes grew above head height. Examining the lower reaches she realised no one could see in and she definitely couldn’t see out.

      She moved farther along the triangle to the far end, where, adjoining the space, sat an old dilapidated greenhouse. It was bereft of glass, but within the skeletal supports of a frame lay a most peculiar object.

      Daisy squinted at the machine, which, to her untrained eye, looked like a big Victorian garden roller, but without the weighty cylindrical roller section. It had a curiously large handle adorned with scrolls, and this led to a platform that reminded her of a small, square junior trampoline.

      She turned over, and stared up at the clear blue sky, bright rays of sunshine warming her.

      Daisy took herself back to the soft grass in between the three trees and sat down. Scooping up a handful of recently fallen petals, she threw them into the air, where they caught on the breeze and fluttered to the ground nearby.

      Maybe she was hallucinating.

      ‘Am I dead?’ she yelled out.

      She tried again. ‘Hellooo. Is this Heaven?’

      Still there was no answer.

      All around her blossom began to fall from the trees, like thick snowflakes. Daisy giggled and dived to catch them and then, on hands and knees, she piled them up into mounds.

      Soon, she had made a heady scented pile of pink blossom, a sweeter perfumed bed of white, and a softer pile of yellow petals. For a moment, she had a great urge to run around and kick them so that the snow effect was recreated. Instead, she made a bed. Pink for her head, all the rest for her body.

      She removed her wet coat and took off her trousers and shirt, hanging them over the branches of one of the old trees. She lay back on the bed of petals in her underwear. Taking a couple of deep breaths, she stretched out her arms, enjoying the sunshine and the sweet fragrances of the blossom that almost overwhelmed her senses. She basked contentedly. After a while, she began to consider her fate.

      If this is Heaven she thought, I’m sure it’ll be fine to lie here a little longer. She wondered if Archie and the others would miss her as a lump grew in her throat. I never said goodbye... to anyone.

      Would Mum and Dad even notice? Old Man Wood might. Just.

      I hope they play football in Heaven.

      Daisy wiped a tear from her eye.

      Perhaps being dead is just like being alive, but with one’s energy in a different place… Maybe that’s what Heaven really is.

      Daisy smiled, happy with her conclusion. But it’s a bit boring.

      After a short while, she pulled herself up and scanned the charming glade. She re-studied the bushes that fenced her in; thick hawthorn and blackthorn, bearing inch-long needles, and interwoven with brambles and nettles.

      She groaned. Trying to get through that would tear her apart, with or without clothes. The only other way out—and even then, she wasn’t certain of it—was to follow the line of the ditch under the bushes that resembled barbed wire.

      ‘So,’ she asked out loud, having completely forgotten that she was searching for Archie, ‘what happens next?’

      ‘You’re after the Atrium, right?’ a voice from the side answered back.

      Daisy shrieked and covered her body with her arms and hands. She looked around. There wasn’t anyone there. ‘Hey... who’s that? Who’s there?’

      The same voice spoke out again. It wasn’t a nasty voice but a kindly old voice, rich in resonance. ‘You’re here for the Atrium?’

      ‘Holy smoke! I mean, pardon. I mean...’ Daisy started burying herself under the petals, ‘I don’t understand, your Godliness.’

      This time, another higher pitched voice joined in from the other side. ‘You’re here for the Atrium, are you dear? That’s all we need to know.’

      Daisy tiptoed towards the tree where she’d left her clothes. ‘What... what Aytreehum?’ she said.

      Daisy thought she could hear laughter, certainly sniggering. Her face reddened. She grabbed her jeans and slipped them on in record time.

      ‘Are you angelic?’ she asked the voice. ‘Like the, um, invisible host?’ She was starting to wish she’d concentrated a bit more in church.

      ‘This creature hasn’t a clue,’ said the higher pitched voice.

      ‘Typical,’ said the first, low, kindly voice. ‘The first person who comes along for an age, and it’s by mistake. Our typical luck!’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Daisy said, a little exasperated. ‘Mistake? What creature?’

      Then a lower voice from right beside her said, ‘Don’t be alarmed, dear.’

      Daisy nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Alarmed!’ Daisy shot back. ‘Of course, I’m alarmed! Who are you? And, where are you?’

      ‘Poor thing,’ the kindly first voice said. ‘I believe she’s lost.’

      There was a pause. Daisy listened. She could hear a kind of whispering.

      ‘Now, a quick introduction,’ said the voice that had come from next to her. ‘We are the Cherubim of the Rivers of the Worlds. We guard the entrance.’

      ‘Good Lord,’ Daisy said, crossing herself. I’m actually dead.’

      ‘My dear,’ said the higher pitched voice. ‘I don’t think you look dead. Do you think you’re dead?’

      Daisy’s eyes darted about. ‘Now you mention it, no, not really—’

      ‘Well, there you have it—’

      The strange voices laughed again.

      Daisy was confused. ‘Hang on. You were saying about an entrance? What entrance?’

      ‘Why, just look right in front of you!’

      ‘All I can see is three gnarled, old, fat trees and a kind of knackered greenhouse—’

      ‘We’re time-worn, NOT fat!’ the second, higher voice shrilled.

      Daisy felt as if her head might explode.

      Either it’s one hell of a dream she thought, or a wicked hallucination. Side effects to Old Man Wood’s amazing Resplendix Mix potion? It had to be.

      Dead or alive, what did it matter? She lay down in the scented petals, stuffed fingers in her ears to block out the noises that continued to babble on, and basked in the sunshine.

      Shortly, thinking that the sun had disappeared behind a cloud, Daisy opened her eyes to find the tree with pink blossom leaning directly above her.

      ‘OMG. You’ve moved!’ she said out loud to the tree.

      The tree straightened, a flurry of petals swamping Daisy. ‘Oh yes indeedy! I haven’t done that for a few thousand years. Apples it feels gooood.’

      Certain that the tree had been talking to her, Daisy sat up and brushed herself off. She shut her eyes. ‘Hello, my name is Daisy de Lowe, from Eden Cottage, which I think is somewhere over there.’ She found herself pointing randomly.

      ‘I have absolutely no idea what’s going on, or how I got here, but I’m looking for my brother Archie. He’s about my height with strange spiky hard hair, as if someone poured a pot of glue over his head. Oh, and he’s a little bit shy. You haven’t seen him, have you?’
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      ‘The boy’s been looked over by the pathologists,’ the doctor said.

      ‘Good,’ Commissioner Stone nodded. ‘When will their findings be available?’

      Dr Muller cocked his head. ‘In roughly two to four hours,’ he replied. ‘They’re working on it now.’

      ‘And is this the same illness the others have?’ the Prime Minister asked.

      ‘We don’t know, Sir,’ the doctor replied, his jaw jutting one way and then the other. ‘At the moment, it appears not. The symptoms common to the majority of victims are not evident, at least not yet. That’s what makes him intriguing. We have the world’s leading scientists evaluating this type of influenza, yet the boy here has none of the rashes, skin discolouration, acute vomiting, or bowel dysfunction seen in the others. This fella’s main problem is malnutrition, poisoning and burns.’

      ‘Burns?’ Commissioner Stone quizzed.

      ‘Indeed,’ Dr Muller replied. The news of this had surprised him too. ‘Small burns covering all four limbs, front and back and around the neck up to the ears. We think his hair has been singed off. Not a single follicle can be found on his body. In his mouth, we discovered traces of soot and burn-blisters.’

      ‘But how would someone receive something like this?’

      ‘It’s as if this boy has been in a fire or been sprayed with a flammable substance.’ The doctor raised his eyebrows. ‘Were any fires reported?’

      Commissioner Stone thought for a minute. ‘Further south from where the boy was found there were two big blazes. But the boy would’ve had to swim or row a raft several miles against the water flow to get to where he was found. And remember, he was found naked. Are there signs of hypothermia?’

      Dr Muller shook his head.

      ‘And no major flesh injuries,’ the nurse added. ‘Not even minor scratches or bruises, just burns.’

      The doctor strummed the glass with his fingernails. ‘When his samples come back, we’ll know if he’s a carrier. If he is, then we might be able to monitor the effect of the virus through his body. We’ll try and trace the viral elements and isolate it. At the moment, he’s our mystery boy and our only hope for a cure.’

      ‘What if he came from somewhere else?’ the nurse asked.

      ‘Are you suggesting he fell out of the sky, like an alien, and dropped into the tree?’ the Prime Minister said with sarcastic bite.

      The nurse blushed.

      The Prime Minister noticed and immediately regretted his sharp tongue. ‘Oh, forgive me, I’m sorry,’ he said. He smiled badly. ‘Doctor,’ he said, ‘how many patients have symptoms of this... disease, and how quickly does it affect them?’

      The doctor stared at the floor. ‘It acts fast. Ten, to thirty-hours at most from incubation to death, depending on the severity of the strain and the constitution of the patient. There are two-hundred and sixty-two dead at the moment, each victim pulled from the water, all with the tell-tale skin rash and signs of vomiting and diarrhoea. In truth, Prime Minister, we have no idea how many are infected.’

      ‘Is there any way of finding out?’

      ‘None, I’m afraid. We don’t know if it’s waterborne or airborne, or both. We don’t know where it originates, but our guess is somewhere near to the epicentre of the storm, possibly the village of Upsall.’ He raised his eyebrows and looked over the top of his spectacles. ‘At the moment, we can’t tell whether it’s an animal-based virus, but we can’t rule out if this has something to do with a toxic chemical released into the floodwater.’

      The Prime Minister sucked in a breath. ‘What about a deliberate form of chemical or biological agent?’

      ‘Unlikely,’ the doctor replied. ‘Though there are similarities to the untrained eye.’

      ‘Have the early life-savers, doctors and nurses shown any of the symptoms?’

      ‘No, not yet, but many are in the containment zone, just in case,’ Dr Muller continued. ‘The common factor is that it appears to tie-in with those who have been in continual contact with the floodwater—’

      ‘Which is being analysed as we speak,’ the Commissioner added. ‘And the boy has obviously spent time in the floodwater, which makes him unique.’

      A nervous quiet fell over the gathering. Then the PM asked, ‘Do you know where he comes from?’

      ‘No, I’m afraid not, Prime Minister,’ Dr Muller said. ‘No distinguishing marks, no clothes, no nothing. We can’t even tell what colour his hair is, though, from the paleness of his skin, we suspect he’s a redhead.’

      ‘And strangely,’ the Commissioner said, ‘no one has come forward to claim him, even though footage of the boy has been shown repeatedly on every single TV channel around the world.’

      The team continued to stare at the boy, working out the next move.

      ‘All right, hear me out,’ the Prime Minister began. ‘The boy’s story has captured the imagination of audiences around the globe... and you think he might start talking in a few hours? Is there any way we can use this as a media event so we can buy some time until we have a clearer idea what this disease is? I mean, if it is contagious, we’ll need to work around the clock to start the process of containment, correct?’

      ‘Indeed, Prime Minister,’ the doctor said. ‘Can I suggest that before the scientists divulge their reports tonight, we start the process of sealing off the wider infected area. If we take into account the movement of people during this time, the cordon needs to cover a significantly larger mileage than just the flood zone.’

      Commissioner Stone nodded. ‘With the known geographical spread of the flooding stretching for such a vast distance, this operation will be bigger than the evacuation of Dunkirk during the war.’

      The Prime Minister coughed, a frown covering his face. ‘Let’s not run before we can walk, eh? Shouldn’t we wait until the scientists report back? What if this thing is imminently curable?’

      The doctor twiddled his thumbs. ‘Prime Minister, I urge you to start the process as soon as possible. This outbreak is from an unknown pathogen and more cases are being reported every minute. We are fighting a battle with an unfamiliar enemy and time is against us. The flooding is spreading and therefore the disease is spreading. It is not going to get any easier.’

      Prime Minister Kingsford had gone pale. The calamity of the situation was sinking in fast.

      Commissioner Stone noticed, and coughed. ‘We have already begun it... quietly,’ he said. ‘I know the last thing we need is a media-led panic so I have taken the liberty of putting in place a "containment zone" around Yorkshire. This includes an immediate travel ban for everyone, and I’ve cancelled leave for all civil servants, doctors, nurses and emergency crews. I realise this goes above my jurisdiction, but as the flood disaster Tsar I had to trust my judgement.’

      A murmur of agreement.

      The Prime Minister’s mood lifted a little now that Stone had had the sense to implement a plan. ‘Good thinking. Well done, Stone. Use whatever powers you feel necessary to get to the bottom of this mess. I’ll make sure all the relevant authorities are aware.’ One of the Prime Minister’s personal private secretaries scribbled on his pad and slipped out of the room.

      ‘So, first things first,’ the Prime Minister continued. ‘We invite selected media in and show them the child,’ he turned to the doctor. ‘You happy with that, Dr Muller?’

      The doctor moved his jaw and nodded slowly. ‘Sure. We can try to get the boy talking. It’s a long shot but worth a go—’

      ‘Don’t you think it might appear a little bit see through, a touch desperate?’ the Commissioner asked.

      The Prime Minister turned on him. ‘Look, Stone, we’ve got the world’s press outside clamouring to know what the hell’s going on. Many are already jumping to conclusions. If the word gets out before we have any evidence, think of the consequences. Think of the panic. Imagine the morning’s headlines. “Britain in Quarantine”.’ The Prime Minister paused for effect. ‘In the rush to leave the disaster zone, the disease will go with it, and that, my friends, will lead to an even worse catastrophe. We need to buy time.’

      The Prime Minister kneaded his temples. ‘The fact is this. It’s our very own biblical mess and we’re going to have to deal with it. It’s as simple as that.’

      ‘You’re correct,’ the doctor said. At last the officials were now taking the situation with the deadly seriousness it deserved. ‘Good to hear you’re right behind us.’

      ‘Call a press conference for midday,’ the Prime Minister ordered. ‘You’ll have the boy’s blood results by then. Try and add a positive spin. Expand on the fact that the boy was found against all odds, burnt and naked up a tree—a miracle among the carnage—to give us added time. Update the press team. Commissioner Stone, you’ve got a day—more if we’re lucky—to find out as much as you can and continue the "quiet" work you’ve started. After that—and when there’s a fuller picture—the COBRA team will action a wider containment plan.’

      Dr Muller nodded and nudged the Prime Minister gently to the side. ‘If this is the start of an epidemic, Prime Minister, you are aware that you have been in an infected area and you must go through a decontamination programme? For safety’s sake, I urge you to do this at once and leave immediately after the press conference.’

      The Prime Minister cocked his head. Years of being in the firing line of politics had given him a nose for judging people. ‘Is there something you haven’t told me, doctor?’

      Dr Muller shifted and drew the PM out of earshot. ‘So far, we’ve only been able to reach a small number of people, namely from Northallerton. We have no knowledge of the situation in the smaller villages which have been all but eradicated.’ He frowned as his voice fell to a whisper. ‘Early reports indicate that animals too have been found with plague-like symptoms almost identical to the human condition.’

      ‘What is the relevance of this in relation to the outbreak?’

      ‘Well—’

      The Prime Minister stared at him open-mouthed as the truth hit him. ‘You’re saying that the disease, or whatever this is, is wiping out every creature in its path?’

      ‘Perhaps... but we can’t rule it out,’ the doctor replied. ‘As I mentioned, these are unconfirmed reports. Of course, we don’t know how the virus spreads, who is likely to catch it, or the conditions of infection. It could be—’

      ‘Why was I not briefed about this?’ the Prime Minister snapped. ‘Have COBRA been notified?’ He turned to the Commissioner. ‘Stone, you’d better listen to this.’

      Stone joined them as the doctor continued. ‘There’s a medical unit heading towards the village of Upsall. They left this morning and are due to report back this afternoon.’

      ‘God have mercy upon us!’ The Prime Minister spoke under his breath. ‘Isn’t this the place where the storm started?’

      ‘Indeed. Satellite recordings show that the weather system came from directly above the village—’

      ‘Yes, I heard it was unlike any other storm formation ever recorded. So far, what do we know?’

      ‘It’s the location of a well-known local school that inhabits a medieval monastery,’ Stone began. ‘The village is a popular tourist attraction for walkers in the summer. My cousin happens to be headmaster there. He’s called Solomon. He saved a number of his pupils in the old tower.’

      The PM pursed his lips. ‘We need a thorough investigation of this place, and I mean thorough. Anything suspicious—police records, hospital records—must be analysed and re-analysed. We’ll need details of farms, cattle stocks, any previous outbreaks of disease, bird populations... anything and everything.’

      ‘I have a team working on it already,’ Stone said.

      ‘Good. All survivors must be moved into the containment zone and analysed. We need answers, and quickly. Like, yesterday.’

      The Commissioner nodded.

      ‘And pardon the pun, Stone, but leave no Stone unturned. If this Godforsaken crisis cannot be explained by usual methodology, we need to work on something outside the box. Understand? And if the storm and the disease have both spilled out of Upsall, then I want to know why. Is this perfectly clear?’

      Stone smiled. ‘Yes, sir. I understand completely.’

      The Prime Minister nodded. ‘Call on anyone, and I mean anyone, you need in order to assist you. Let nothing get in your way. As far as I’m concerned, Stone, you have whatever power you need to get the bottom of this.’
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      For a considerable time, Isabella remained under her bed covers as she woke up. She sat up and rubbed her eyes before stretching her arms out and yawning.

      I’ll work it out logically, starting with Sue’s dream and, when I’m done, I’ll present a rational, scientific report to the others.

      She grabbed a notebook and pen, and began to think hard about the chain of events that led up to where they were now. She took the lid off her pen and began to write.

      

      A LIST, OF WHO IS / ISN’T IN MY DREAM(S).

      Parents:

      Not involved. Definitely remember seeing them, but can’t place them anywhere and why aren’t they here to help!!!

      Daisy and Archie haven’t mentioned them.

      Sue:

      
        	Hasn’t appeared in my dreams. WHY NOT… because she’s a friend, or is there something else? cousin… or?

        	Is she relevant? Probably. Don’t know why.

        	She predicted the rain and knows about something we have to do. According to her, it’s our fault! UH? Why are we to blame for the rain? Don’t think so. But, IF SO, HOW?

        	Something else about clues...? In Eden Cottage. Have to find something, but what? Tablets? Paintings?

        	Is Gus (kiss, kiss) involved—NO. (Don’t think so.)

      

      Old Man Wood:

      VERY important.

      
        	Crops up all the time. Seems to be more than one of him, but why, oh why, is he in my dreams?

        	Resplendix Mix is weird (but amazing). From an apothecary, apparently (they don’t exist). Need to get a sample. His funny apples are weird, too.

        	Somehow found us in the rain. HOW WAS THAT POSSIBLE??

        	Looks freaked out by what’s going on. But not particularly bothered by the ridiculous cave pool and Resplendix Mix.

        	How old IS he?

      

      Mrs P:

      Comes into it at some point (I think) though is it actually her? There’s something not quite right about her. Don’t know what it is.

      Ancient Woman person

      
        	Vital to the whole thing. Daisy’s common dominator (Haha!!) but keeps on being killed. Mainly by Archie. UH? No idea why. She seems lost, desperately ill and frail.

        	Where is she from??

      

      The cave: (According to the twins)

      
        	Paintings on the wall similar to Sue’s comments about finding something. Tablets (again, according to Archie).

        	V Odd healing water.

        	Gears on stairs and boulder at top. Brilliant engineering so must have been designed. But WHO designed it and WHY… and when?

      

      Daisy:

      
        	Can hear acute things like lightning bolts forming and see astonishing detail, (though is she making it up?)

        	Scientific explanation: Electrical charge from lightning bolt altered nerve motors in these areas. Eyes and ears suffered semi-permanent damage?

        	Also, utterly convinced that cave paintings are relevant... hmm

        	She died? Resplendix Mix didn’t work on her, only me. All V. odd.

      

      Archie:

      
        	Shifted the boulder—though would it have gone anyway?

        	Hair stiff and wiry like a mace club. Scientific explanation: A reaction between the particles of the football’s material and the lightning strips we gave him when the lighting struck.

        	Very freaked out by murder of Ancient Woman.

        	Knew about sunset and rain ceasing. HOW? Did he dream this or…?

        	Defo seems to know something else but what is it. Something with Kemp??

        	Looks a bit lost and has doubts. (Not the only one!)

      

      Isabella read her list and realised she still had no clear idea. Maybe the solution was to interrogate Old Man Wood and quiz him relentlessly until he gave proper, reasonable answers; like exactly how old he was.

      She’d then grill him about Resplendix Mix, which was both real and yet totally extraordinary… and perhaps she could run a couple of tests on the potion to see if she could identify any of its properties? But then she realised she’d need a lab, and light, and heat, and test tubes, and all manner of things.

      She thumped the table and threw her notepad across the room in frustration. How could she prove beyond doubt that these events were part of a natural, albeit freaky course of events?

      And then she remembered how the old man said he’d been dreaming too. Perhaps she’d ask him about that as well.

      Isabella took off up the main wooden stairs towards his room and knocked on the solid oak door. ‘Old Man Wood, are you there?’ she began. ‘I need to talk.’

      There was no reply. Isabella knew he wasn’t in. When he was at home, either huge snores would reverberate through the door, or he’d be padding about, or rustling a newspaper, or the curiously reassuring pine-scented aroma from his homemade pipe would drift into the corridor from under the door.

      Isabella waited a moment longer, peeked behind her and entered. In the middle sat Old Man Wood’s great bed. She tiptoed over the musty little carpets and jumped high in the air, landing in the soft pile of the feather-down duvet and cushions.

      With her head propped up by the large, soft pillows she lost herself in thought, and stared at the rain tracing its way down the windowpanes. Her attention turned to the beautiful wooden carvings that depicted strange scenes and images of animals and creatures. These adorned every upright and joint on the old four-poster bed. She smiled as she remembered how, as younger children, they had spent hours creating outrageous stories with the wooden characters and, now that she thought about it, the carvings were never quite the same from one day to the next. Probably, she thought, just their childish imaginations running wild.

      Isabella studied the three wooden panels at the foot of the bed, each one the size of a large, rectangular table mat. She couldn’t remember seeing them before but the harder she looked, the deeper the array of colours; light and dark reds, pale and deep blues, and browns, and a mixture of creams and yellows. But overall, when she looked quickly, the wood was light brown.

      Isabella pulled herself up, herself to a sip of water and lay back re-focusing on the panels.

      Hang on! A figure in the first panel moved! Oh. No, she thought, giggling nervously at her reaction. It hadn’t.

      But as she stared at it again she noticed she really could see a girl sitting in a bed. She laughed. It looked quite like her, but probably prettier and thinner. Weird or what?

      She turned her attention to the second panel and realised she could see a girl lying down, sunbathing, between three fat, knobbly trees.

      How nice to feel the sun, Isabella thought, but how odd that this semi naked girl was lying in snow. Just as Isabella lifted her head to see what else was on the bed-head, she detected a movement.

      It changed! The panel definitely changed. She laughed uneasily. Come on, Isabella, don’t be an idiot. Bed panels don’t move. She shut her eyes and lay back, but a part of her brain wouldn’t let the imagery go.

      She looked again and, to her relief, it remained motionless.

      Then the image moved.

      Isabella felt her head going numb. She stared, her bottom lip hanging, forgetting to breathe.

      At length she exhaled. ‘It’s moving. It’s really moving... like a...’ she muttered. Isabella sat bolt upright, shut her eyes and swung her legs off the bed. ‘Like a... telly.’

      She walked past the wooden panels and over to the window, where she sat down in Old Man Wood’s armchair and shook her head. Was she seeing things?

      If it’s a kind of wooden telly, she thought, then it must have power going to it.  She began searching for wires, or a transmitter, or anything that might make a bit of sense. But again, she drew a blank.

      After a few minutes, she reaffirmed that she was normal by giving herself some mental arithmetic tests and took herself back to the bed.

      She lay back, closed her eyes and then slowly opened them, hoping like mad that she’d been seeing things. But, to Isabella’s horror, the girl in the wooden relief stood up, walked first one way and then the other before heading towards the frame of something that looked like a large, dilapidated greenhouse.

      Isabella’s stomach leapt. However much she didn’t want to believe it, she simply couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      The girl, now clothed, walked into a strange-looking area. Across the floor was an object that looked rather like Old Man Wood’s old-fashioned garden roller, but it had a flat ledge like a table. If it wasn’t a roller, what was it?

      Isabella rubbed her eyes, swung her legs off the bed again, and this time faced the mirror above the fireplace. She looked deeply at her reflection, particularly at her eyes. Then she pulled her hands up to her face and slapped each cheek as hard as she dared.

      ‘OW!’ she cried, surprised by the force. ‘Wow, that hurt,’ she said, rubbing her cheeks and feeling a little foolish.

      ‘OK. I’m real, and this is real, and that slap was definitely real,’ she said to her reflection. ‘How has Old Man Wood managed to do this?’ she continued. ‘Is he a secret agent, a spy? Does he work for a space agency or something?’ Isabella laughed. Old Man Wood as a spy, hilarious! A spaceman! Even more hilarious. She walked across the room and lowered herself into his armchair.

      A frown filled her face and her eyes narrowed. What if he’s a wizard, or a witch doctor, or an ALIEN?

      A thrill swept through her. It would explain Resplendix Mix.

      Isabella returned to the bed, full of trepidation, and settled back in the cushions. She closed her eyes and then half opened them, hoping the images had gone. They hadn’t.

      This time, she sat up and examined the subtle movement of the panels and the more she studied it, the more enchanted she became.

      For some time, the girl in the middle panel sat on the roller-object and nothing happened. Every now and then, her arms were thrown in the air in a familiar gesture that Isabella recognised from somewhere. Then the girl stood up and, with considerable effort, began to pull the roller-object’s handle. As she did so, a hole opened up where the table had been.

      This is more like it, Isabella thought, pleased to see some action. The girl in the panel returned to the space where the table had been and appeared to look at it. Then she knelt down, and swivelled as if she was talking to someone.

      I’m sure I know that bottom, Isabella thought, and the way that body bends forward so easily, like a doll.

      Isabella moved her attention to the third panel at the end of the bed, which, up until then, had remained lifeless. But, now that her eyes were accustomed to the colours, she could make out the outline of a body curled up in the corner of a darkened room.

      Suddenly she saw a movement. An arm cocked back and then slammed quickly forward.

      ‘Whoa!’ she cried. ‘What’s that all about?’ She watched again and shuffled closer to the screen. Moments later, the exact same motion happened. She suddenly realised what she was looking at.

      ‘It’s Archie!’ she whispered, her heart racing, ‘with his stupid throwing knives. I knew he hadn’t got rid of them.’ She watched closer. The figure stood up and there, on the top of his head, were his extraordinary hair spikes.

      Isabella put her head in her hands. If that’s Archie, then the middle one... she looked at the picture of the girl in the sunshine again.

      That rear! Of course! It was... Daisy’s butt! Isabella clapped her hands together.

      The third panel is Archie. The middle panel with the roller-object and that bottom is Daisy’s, so the last panel is... Isabella threw her hand in the air and the image on the relief copied her.

      It was her!

      A strange dizziness started to rush in.

      Me, here, in Old Man Wood’s bed!

      Isabella stared back at herself, hardly daring to move. A dull ache jammed her brain.

      Keep calm, need to think. Come on, brain; what... OK... who was Old Man Wood, really? And why this bed? For spying on them?

      Perhaps it was a kind of child-monitor while the parents were away? No—way too expensive and ridiculous and impossible.

      But why did he have it and what did it mean? Why did it exist?

      Her heart thumping, Isabella turned back to the wooden screens. Archie’s arm flashed forward, throwing another stupid knife. By the dinginess of the scene, she guessed he was probably in that horrible old woodshed.

      But where was Daisy? On the panel, it appeared to be sunny, whereas outside—and she looked out of the window—it was dank, rainy, and horrible. In her mind’s eye, she ran through every place on the farm but no place came close.

      She took a deep breath and, totally absorbed by the spectacle, viewed her sister. But a moment later, Daisy disappeared.

      Where is she?

      A lump grew in Isabella’s throat and her heartbeat quickened. Was the panel faulty?

      Suddenly the wooden screen came back to life.

      Isabella breathed a sigh of relief as she watched Daisy scuttle about on her hands and knees, trying to move the roller thing.

      She’s talking again.

      Then Isabella watched as Daisy stood up like a sentry and pointed towards the ground. Her mouth was wide open as if... screaming.

      Slowly, her body lowered into the ground; first her legs, then her chest, until all that remained was her head. Moments later she vanished entirely.

      The screen went blank.

      Isabella stared at the panel for several minutes, transfixed, until her large eyes filled with tears. But there was no mistaking it; while she and Archie remained on their panels, Daisy’s wooden panel lay empty, lifeless, and dull, like an ordinary section of their dining room table.

      Daisy, she realised, had quite literally melted away.
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      Commissioner Stone was proud of his accomplishments on the Force, proud that he had the respect of his team and proud that, at the age of fifty-two he could still fit into the suit he had bought with his first pay cheque aged nineteen. He prided himself on his fitness, his well-being, and his full head of hair. He liked the fact that others complimented him on his sense of fair play and his ability to understand and uphold the rule of law in an uncomplicated manner. He liked the way ladies half his age stole admiring glances at him.

      But this, this silent and deadly enemy, which was multiplying at an alarming rate, terrified him. No training manual or charm offensive could combat it, even if operations for this kind of “natural event” had been planned for years in advance.

      Biblical happenings here in God’s own county of Yorkshire. Storms! Plague! It was unbelievable.

      Ironically, he’d been looking forward to the day for some time. His older cousin, known by his surname, Solomon, was headmaster at Upsall school and had sent him an invitation to a banquet in celebration of his twentieth anniversary in charge. Rumour had it that it was to be quite an occasion.

      In any event, he’d only got as far as his local town of Masham, on the edge of the Yorkshire Dales. Less than half an hour after the rains began, he found himself stranded. Fortunately, he’d come to a halt outside the drive of the Swinton Park Hotel.

      It was a huge stroke of luck.

      Geographically, the hotel was perfect. Directly across the Vale of York from the village of Upsall, the hotel was isolated enough to prevent unwarranted intrusion and perched high enough in the dales to be out of danger from the flooding. Furthermore, the hotel was big and comfortable; able to house the army of experts summoned at short notice from around the UK.

      Over the following day, as the hotel guests were airlifted out, his team and their equipment moved in. The luxurious facilities were turning into the headquarters of the largest police and medical operation ever seen in the country.

      He stroked his moustache as he drew himself up, patted his pressed uniform and addressed the team in front of him.

      ‘Right. I need a speech analyst to fathom what the boy was trying to say. If the word was “Algae”, maybe the boy was referring to the state of the water, so I want the water samples back here today, please. I need to know what the “Dunno” is—if it’s a thing, a person, a piece of rock or if the boy simply cannot speak clearly. I want teams to work on his family, figure out where he’s from: blood samples, DNA screening—whatever it takes. Understand so far?

      ‘I need an up-to-date on the boy’s burns—who or what could have given them and how. And I need to understand if this is a terrorist attack on the country—a form of international sabotage or simply a freak, biblical phenomenon. Find out what you can—even if there’s a possibility it’s an alien attack—is this all perfectly clear?’

      The officers nodded. Two ran out of the room.

      ‘OK. Has everyone arrived for the briefing?’

      ‘Yes, sir. They’ve been flying in all morning. The last guest put down ten minutes ago.’

      ‘Good.’ Stone made his way out of the reception area and into the grand hallway where a large, white sheet hung neatly over the paintings of the past owners of the once-grand ancestral home. Crammed in the hallway were a mix of scientists, the military and civil servants. Top brass.  The commissioner made his way up the wide staircase.

      ‘Ladies and Gentlemen—Doctors, Generals, I appreciate your coming here at such short notice. I trust you saw the scale of devastation from your helicopters. You’ll appreciate we don’t have much time.’

      Stone paused as he caught the eyes of the people spread out below him. ‘The situation, in regard to the viral infection, is far worse than anticipated. In fact, it is worse than our biggest nightmare. Not only is the contagion rate astonishing, but I’m afraid we have no idea how it is spreading. I’m handing you over to Chief Medical Officer Harris. He’ll give you the latest update.’

      Harris was one of the thinnest, leanest men you could imagine, with a pointed nose and a large, ill-fitting pair of spectacles on his nose. His thinning, scraggly hair made him appear way older than his forty-seven years, and his almost permanent frown didn’t help matters. But he was the leading authority on viral strains in the country, if not the world. He made his way to the front, a bundle of files tucked under his arm, and nodded to the projectionist. The lights dimmed and the white screen above them burst into life.

      ‘This plague, named the Yorkshire strain, or Ebora, from the Latin Ebor meaning York—and I do believe that this will become the common name—is a most curious one,’ he said, as the first slide came up. ‘Here,’ he said pointing up, ‘are the strains, the mutations, of this virus that we’ve been able to map so far. You will notice how many there are.’ A new image slid into place. ‘I’m going to compare it with the legendary viruses of Plague of Athens, Spanish flu and our most recent scaremonger, Ebola. What you’ll instantly see is how complex it is.

      ‘Those pandemics spread through touch or via carriers—the virus moving from one organism to the next. The difference of Ebora is multi-fold, and our Ebora strain is not only smaller but considerably more aggressive. Moreover, it appears to mutate randomly and rapidly. Although we have identified several varieties of the strain we believe there are many others out there.’ The graphic changed. ‘What this means, is that until we crack it, it is almost impossible to contain.

      ‘Here’s a graph showing the effect of the African Ebola virus on a victim in twenty-four hours. Now compare it with ours.’

      A collective gasp ascended from the onlookers.

      ‘Yes, indeed, the Yorkshire strain is significantly deadlier. Worse still, we’ve found animals—cattle, foxes, and birds—bearing similar symptoms. It would appear that this outbreak doesn’t just stop with humans. It has the ability to attack every living thing.’

      A fresh slide showed on the screen. Harris straightened. He looked pale and drawn. ‘The next slides will try and explain our current understanding of how the virus spreads.’

      Displayed on the screen was a multi-coloured geographical map of the area between the Yorkshire Dales on the left and the North York Moors on the right, reaching all the way up to Teesside and down to Nottingham at the bottom.

      He pointed his cane at the newest image. ‘The known area of infection is coloured in blue. Two-hundred miles, and counting. This inner red ring, here, is a five-mile radius around the likely source of the outbreak at Upsall, the exact same place as the epicentre of the storm. We don’t know if there’s a connection, but we’re working on it. Now, here’s the worrying part.’

      On his signal, a translucent sheet was placed over the map. ‘This sheet,’ he continued, ‘shows us the known victims as of early this morning. The lighter green circles around the dots indicates the victims’ approximate movements.’

      Several marks dotted the map randomly from north to south.

      A voice rang out. ‘Sir, what does it all mean?’

      ‘I was getting to that,’ Harris barked. He smiled thinly. ‘In simple terms, it means that the virus is spreading arbitrarily.’

      A murmur spread around the room. Harries raised a hand in the air. ‘The virus is spreading in a way we haven’t seen before. By contact, by wind or by water. Perhaps, it’s a combination of all these. The incubation period is like nothing we have ever come across which means there are thousands of people with the symptoms already. I am afraid, until we know more about it, they are at its mercy.’

      An explosion of questions shot out. Harris absorbed them and then raised his arms for silence. ‘We can only work with what we know,’ he said. ‘Scientists from all around the world are battling night and day to try and understand how this virus works so that a vaccination can be hurried through. But, as I mentioned, the Ebora mutates fast and the sequences are enormously complex.’

      ‘How long have we got?’ yelled a female voice.

      ‘In two days,’ Harris said, ‘the virus has spread uncontrollably. I’m afraid I don’t have an answer.’

      ‘Do you have any leads, any positive news?’

      Harris looked glum. ‘Even with the best scientific minds working flat out, we’re unable to pinpoint the cause and effect of this strain. The common denominator is the fact that the outbreak appears to have started at the storm’s epicentre. And that, my friends, is the small moorside village of Upsall.’
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      Daisy squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a lungful of air as if it were her last.

      Suddenly, her legs were dragged from under her as she was swept away. A combination of whizz-zooming at breakneck speed, and being thrown around in a tumble dryer.

      Moments later she found herself lying on a soft, dusty floor, her heart thumping.

      Those ridiculous trees, she thought, as she gathered her wits. I took their advice like an idiot!

      With her eyes clamped tightly shut and her head spinning, she spread her fingers and collected a thin, velvety substance. Dust. Fine dust. She pushed her hand in. A lot of dust. How long had this place been empty? She sniffed a combination of decayed cheese and old newspapers.

      Slowly, she opened her eyes. ‘Where am I?’ she whispered.

      Her voice echoed back to her several times, eerie and ghost-like. She shivered now that the heat of the warm glade had gone.

      A deathly silence surrounded her.

      Daisy picked herself off the dusty floor, noticing how the dust cloud she’d made sat almost statically in the air, as if toying with gravity by almost refusing to come down. Not a breath of wind, not a hint of a draft. When she placed her hand into the silky dust it sank down two inches, more perhaps. And when she pulled it out, the imprint in the flat surface was perfect.

      Isabella’s handprint would look awesome, she thought, as she splayed her fingers and pressed into the dust again.

      She coughed, and her ears pricked up as the tiny noise stretched into the distance and then came back. Even the air had a dank, unused feel to it, like a vast, unloved cellar.

      It didn’t take her long to figure out that there was no one around. Just a flat, slate-like surface of thick dust that went on and on like a vast expanse of fresh sand. Standing up, she saw no indentations or paw prints or drip marks in the thick layer of grey dust.

      Daisy looked up and squinted, her eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light. She was in a vast, cathedral-like room, bigger than anything she’d ever seen. It was so big that even when she concentrated it was hard to make out where the sheer sides ended and the roof began, if there even was a roof.

      It seemed that, about ten football pitches away, a wall shot up from the floor, intersected by vast pillars. The pillars were like giant ribs, that soared high into the air supporting the structure, and below, a series of arches with dark mouths ran around the base.

      If I’m really dead, and this time I absolutely must be, she thought, I don’t think this is Heaven, or Hell for that matter. Perhaps I’m in between; in purgatory.

      Some way off, near to what she suspected was the middle of this vast, dull construction, stood a strange-looking, dust-laden grey tree. Spindly branches poked out rather sadly, as if they were dead like a skeleton.

      She stood up and walked towards the side, conscious of leaving indelible footmarks behind her. Conscious, too, that although her feet padded silently in the dust, there was a strange, thudding echo which accompanied each step in the deep quiet. After several minutes, she noticed how varied the arches were; some were wide enough for an ocean liner to fit through and these openings and these took minutes to walk by, the chill of their unfriendly, black space shooting up her spine, others had openings like fox-holes nestled on top of each other.

      She walked gingerly down a tunnel that could have easily accommodated a pair of African elephants but, after a short distance, as the darkness became overwhelming, she stumbled into a dead end barrier of rock and earth.

      She tried another, and another, but they too were sealed. After five tunnels, Daisy felt lost, frightened, and very, very small.

      ‘Hello,’ she called out, her voice echoing back. ‘Anyone… here?’

      Her teeth chattered. How do I leave?

      She took off towards the strange grey tree, but halfway there something snapped underfoot. She jumped in the air and squealed. Her heart raced. Underneath the dust, partially buried, lay a skeleton. She worked the dust away from the bones, with legs, ribcage arms, and a human skull. Daisy winced; someone was here a long, long time ago. Someone who never made it out.

      ‘Sorry, mate,’ she said. ‘Didn’t see you there.’

      As she studied the bones, her senses on high alert, she heard a strange wheezing noise.

      Was it the ghost of the skeleton? She listened again, putting all her concentration into it. The more intently she listened, the clearer the rasping sound was, like old bellows. Now there was a grating—a kind of breathing—getting closer.

      Fear grabbed her. Looking down at the skeleton again, she knew she needed to find a way out as fast as she could.
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      The Ancient Woman heard an unusual and distinctive sound. She had first heard it while the dreamspinners were playing a game she had made up many centuries ago. With a faint clap of her old hands or a wheezy cough, the little dreamspinners flicked mini balls of spider web silks towards each other’s magholes. If they hit the target, a small puff of smoke burst on a very surprised little dreamspinners. The best effect, therefore, was when a multitude of pellets exploded on one maghole and as such, a sophisticated game had developed, which smaller dreamspinners rarely tired of.

      After the Great Closing of the Garden of Eden, the dreamspinners had discovered the Ancient Woman in the small rooms below the vast storage area of spider web dream powders. As her eyes had been gouged out and she could never leave, she was part of their family now, and they provided her with food and water to prevent her body withering to dust, and a degree of comfort from the solitude and darkness, while she waited and waited for the arrival of the Heirs of Eden.

      But, many thousands of years in solitude had left her physically wretched. Her skeletal frame was overhung with coarse, over-sized skin, her bony skull had but a few wisps of hair, her empty eye sockets were like dark holes, and the nails on her fingers curled like spiders’ legs.

      As the trust between them grew, and as the great passage of time crept by, she understood the immense influence of these strange, unknown, dream-giving spiders. And slowly she learnt about dreams.

      She discovered how dreamspinners blended old and new spider web silks into all sorts of powerful and exotic concoctions. She was amazed to learn how these strange creatures were only interested in the extraordinary process of dream-making and had no desire to manipulate their power.

      She begged them to allow her to try out new dream powder combinations to understand what effects they might have. Aeons later and she became skilled enough to use their dream powders  so she could give herself dreams that lasted for days; dreams where she could free her imagination to wander and forget the perpetual darkness, the anguish, and her desperate boredom. In this state, she could fall in love again, dance in the fields of the Garden of Eden, ride the giant horses on the glorious pink Tombalacker Plains. She could talk to her children, kiss them, hug them, teach them all the things she knew, and do it again and again and again.

      And she did, until her heart ached like a balloon at bursting point.

      Yet ever at the back of her mind was the knowledge that even if the Garden of Eden were to open, she would never see its beauty and splendour.

      She heard the noise again.

      A padding sound from the other side, in the chamber above.

      She listened harder.

      Footsteps? Were these the gentle thuds of a human’s footsteps? The thought thrilled her and injected her with unimaginable dread.

      Her mind sparked into life. Instantly, she pulled her tiny, bony frame off the ground and crept to the curving staircase. Her body, so ancient and pathetic, made it hard for her to move and with every step up, her wasted muscles screamed out.

      She forced herself on, her heart pumping, energy flowing through each and every vein as she struggled up the worn treads.

      At about the halfway mark, she paused for breath, exhausted. All she could hear was her thumping heart and the grating sound of air trying to squeeze into her withered lungs.

      After recovering her poise, she listened again. Yes, she could clearly hear footsteps walking in the dust above.

      An Heirs of Eden, perhaps? But why only one? Had they failed already?

      She urged herself on, each step conducting pain through her joints like strands of heated metal. At the top, she searched for her wooden cane. With this she could guide herself up and into her half of the great chamber. She leaned hard on her stick, her body begging for a rest. She shuffled a few paces and stopped to listen, her lungs wheezing like wind through dry leaves.

      But now, to her horror, she sensed the person was moving away.

      The Ancient Woman headed towards the invisible, glass-like barrier that divided the Atrium in two. It was the barrier the Heirs of Eden would have to open, if they found their way back here.

      ‘Come on! MOVE legs, MOVE body,’ she cackled, shuffling as fast as she dared.

      Then she heard a sound she hadn’t expected. A loud—

      CRACK!

      She crashed to the ground.

      The stick, which had supported her for so long, had snapped clean in two. She couldn’t move.

      She ran a hand down her side and touched something sharp and fragmented. It wasn’t just the stick that had cracked in two, her thighbone had shattered and bone now speared through her flesh.

      As her brain realised the extent of the injury, pain coursed through her and she screamed a cry of agony.
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      Isabella hoped like mad that, when she looked again, the panels wouldn’t be there. She opened her eyes.

      They were.

      She groaned. She could see her outline in the first panel, and Archie’s in the last, but the middle panel showed only a blank, empty space. She waved her feet in the air and the panel reflected her movements. If the panels were a true reflection of them at this exact point in time, she concluded, then where had Daisy gone?

      She leapt off Old Man Wood’s bed, and raced down the stairs three at a time into the hallway. Then she dashed along the corridor, through the door to the kitchen, and all but crashed into the table. ‘Have you seen Archie or Daisy?’ she demanded, as her eyes searched the room.

      Mrs Pye was not impressed. ‘Good day to you, too, Isabella,’ she said.

      ‘Well? Have you?’

      Mrs Pye puffed out her chest and faced her. ‘Good afternoon, Isabella.’

      ‘Oh. Hi Mrs P. Well–?’

      ‘Why, Archie went out early...’

      Isabella didn’t need to hear the rest. In a flash, she pulled on her boots and donned her coat. She found her leather, wide-brimmed hat, and as she drew the toggle under her chin she flew towards the door, inadvertently slamming it behind her. As she turned the corner she narrowly avoided smashing into Archie.

      ‘Oi! Watch out!’ he said.

      ‘There you are!’ she said, clasping his shoulders. ‘Great! Good! Fantastic!’

      Archie reeled. ‘What’s going on, Bells?’

      ‘Quick question, honest answer,’ she said. ‘And I’m not going to be cross, I promise.’

      Archie didn’t know what to say.

      ‘You’ve been throwing your knives, haven’t you?’

      Archie bowed his head. ‘Er, well—’

      ‘You have. Great!’ she said. ‘Really, it’s fine, excellent. Next question. Have you seen Daisy? She went off looking for you ages ago.’

      Archie shook his head.

      ‘OK. Didn’t think so,’ she said. Isabella knew that, if what she’d seen was correct, Daisy wouldn’t be found anywhere. But she had to be sure.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Up to the ruin and then round the farm. I’ll meet you in our cupboard, in twenty minutes... I’ve got to find Daisy. It’s important.’

      The cupboard was a small room, used by Mrs Pye as a walk-in airing cupboard, for drying and storing towels, sheets and linen. The children used it as their own personal snug, for chatting and for warming themselves up on a cold winter’s day.

      Archie was confused. ‘Right round the farm? It’ll take you an hour at least. If you want Old Man Wood, he’s in a bunch of willow trees at the water’s edge. He’s gone mad.’

      But Isabella wasn’t listening and, in a flash, she shot off towards the ruin.

      Gritting her teeth, Isabella ran as fast as she could through the mud and spitting rain, jumping and hurdling branches and boulders with ease. She was amazed at how little time it took her to get there, how her feet seemed to take on a life of their own. She knew the distance was about five-hundred metres. And she reckoned it took less than a minute. Was that right? She did a quick calculation: thirty miles an hour. Impossible: That was faster that Usain Bolt!

      She stood by an old wall, with jagged edges here and there, its grey stones covered in ferns and creepers and stubborn shrubs that had tucked their roots deep into the crevices. The ruin’s battlements jutted out before disappeared into the grass below, then rose up like dark shadows until they ran along at twice her height for several metres.

      Isabella searched for footprints. Had only two days passed since they’d limped home from the cave? It felt like a lifetime; so many confusing, bewildering events crowding her brain. She stopped by a section of masonry, half-submerged in the ground, layered with moss and lichen. Was this the entrance into the old body of the castle? A kind of gateway?

      Large, tyre-track markings weaved in and out of the scattered boulders. Maybe, these were the residual patterns made by the movement of water finding its natural path, she wondered as she walked towards the gnarled battlements on the far side calling out Daisy’s name, the sound of her voice rebounding off the walls.

      She hurried on. It was hauntingly silent. Too silent, apart from rain pitter-pattering on the leather rim of her hat.

      What if the terrible experiences they’d had had made them imagine things? What if they had some kind of post-traumatic stress disorder? What if some parts were real and other bits... made up, invented?

      She’d read about this kind of thing in her textbooks. The brain was a powerful tool, a living computer with an unlimited ability for imagination. Perhaps this theory explained their dreams, and things like the bed, and Daisy’s disappearance.

      She took a deep breath, put her hands out on the rock, and leaned on them. As she did, a strange noise interrupted her thoughts. She gasped as a terrible chill ran up the very marrow of her spine. Her skin prickled and a nauseous feeling washed right through her. The eyes of a serpent flickered in her head.

      She started walking.

      It’s in your mind, she told herself, a figment of your imagination. She stood tall, stretched her arms out wide, and then swung them round and round like a windmill as if to swish it away.

      It didn’t work. She still felt sick and the chill remained. Identical green eyes exactly as she’d dreamt before the storm, every bit the same, if not worse. The beast with the same green eyes that had latched-on to her mind, and made her head swim.

      She shivered. Had the light dimmed or was another storm cloud brewing overhead? How come this once happy place now had such a deep aura of evil, of darkness?

      A rustling noise further along reminded her to check Old Man Wood’s cattle. She followed the strange tyre-track markings a short distance, until they ran under a large boulder. She thought briefly about her theory of how channels of water made the marks. But if this was the case, then wouldn’t the tracks run downhill?

      She hurried on and, before long, came to the other section of the ruin, a large, rectangular courtyard dotted with crude rocks and the occasional scraggly bush and tree. At the far end, in the corner, was a shelter for the herd, crudely constructed by Old Man Wood from large rocks and tree trunks and covered by a moss-covered roof of jumbled slates and tiles.

      As Isabella approached, a terrible noise spewed out; frantic mooing and bleating. She crept forward, wondering what had unsettled the cows, only to hear a stampede of hooves as the cattle bolted, scattering in different directions, sending mud flying.

      Isabella knew the animals well; they were never afraid of her. But now they looked terrified, their eyes wide and shining more than she could ever remember. She talked to them in a soothing voice, and slowly they calmed down. As they moved back under the shelter, she counted them.

      Two missing. She counted them again. Perhaps they had bolted in the storm?

      Isabella tried to work out which ones were missing and, holding her nose, she entered the corral to see if they were at the back. No luck. She made a mental note to tell Old Man Wood.

      And still, she could see no sign of Daisy.
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      The beginnings of a panic attack grew. It was a combination of hopelessness and fear, the same kind of feeling she’d had in her nightmares.

      She jogged towards the wall.

      In the next moment, the sound of a terrible crack cut through the air like a huge branch snapping in two. This was followed by a scream, and its shrill echoed around the huge room like deathly, wailing spirits.

      Every hair on Daisy’s body stood to attention. Her eyes bulged.

      ‘The devil’s coming to get me!’ she whispered.

      She ran.

      Daisy shot towards the large holes to the side of the enclosure and then, running blindly, she searched for a glimmer of light, a way out, or a place to hide. After a few minutes, she drew up in front of a distinctive tunnel with worn markings surrounding it.

      She caught her breath, wiped her forehead, and listened. Wailing, or screaming, filled her eardrums.

      She readied herself to go when she noticed the stonework. This was a real arch constructed in stone as opposed to a crudely excavated cave-hole. Under the brow of the arch was the outline of a gate and, below this, she looked at a familiar motif, like a crest you might see on a shield, with the exact same circular tree emblem she’d seen in the cave.

      Below the circular tree were two distinct icons. She studied them. One bore a leaf, like an oak’s, and the other, the picture of a bee.

      As she looked around she heard a terrific shrill.

      The oak leaf and the bee, she thought. She realised she’d seen it before, but where? Where?

      She stared hard, her heart thumping. What did a bee and a leaf mean?

      She concentrated on the images knowing she had to work fast. Then it struck her like a bolt of lightning—it was a clue from her dream. She remembered it now. She had to join the images! That was it!

      "BEE-LEAF."

      ‘Bee… leaf,’ she said out loud. It struck her. ‘It’s about BEE-LIEF! That’s it!’

      All I have to do is believe!

      As the piercing, high-pitched noise filled her ears, and without looking back, she took a deep breath, shut her eyes, and walked straight towards the doorway, thinking only of Eden Cottage.

      The next thing she knew, she was back in a ditch, but this time she was on the other side of the gate. She shrieked, and jumped, and punched the air as if she’d scored the best goal of her life.

      She didn’t care that she was drenched through. She laughed and splashed the water, crying with joy.

      Daisy de Lowe, she thought, had just escaped from Hell.

      She had to tell the others. But, as she went, doubt filled her.

      What if they don’t believe me? After all, the whole thing was… a bit nuts. In fact, she thought, even attempting to explain it will sound utterly bonkers. But they must know, they have to.

      And then they could begin the search for the stone tablet things.

      Daisy took off, slipping and sliding, up the hill towards home.
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      When Isabella returned to an empty kitchen, she reckoned Archie had sought the warmth of the cupboard, which drew heat from the flue-pipe of the range cooker directly below in the kitchen.

      Isabella approached, knocked on the door five times and rattled off last week’s password, ‘Carrots, cauliflowers and courgettes.’

      Archie clicked open the latch.

      ‘Any luck finding Daisy?’ he said.

      Isabella settled on a soft beanbag and stretched her legs out. She shook her head. ‘But I know where you’ve been.’

      Archie reddened. He knew this was coming. ‘Me?’

      ‘Yes, Archie. I saw you curled up in the shed, throwing your knives.’

      Archie frowned and felt his hair starting to wire up. ‘Isabella, there’s no way you could have seen me in the potting shed.’

      ‘You were in there, though, weren’t you?’

      ‘So what?’

      Isabella didn’t want to upset him. ‘Look I’m not going to go mental on you, OK.’ Her eyes widened. ‘But aren’t you curious to know how I know?’

      ‘A wild guess?’

      ‘Nope. You could have been with Old Man Wood for all I knew.’

      ‘Well, I was, until he went crazy. Have you seen him—’

      ‘No. And it’s him we need to have a talk about. I’m afraid there’s properly bad news.’

      ‘You’re telling me. He needs putting in a geriatric home.’

      Isabella smiled. ‘Spot on.’

      Archie cringed. ‘Isabella, you’re not making sense,’ he said. ‘First you say that you’ve seen me throwing knives and then we need to talk about Old Man Wood. What’s up?’

      ‘Well, I actually don’t know how to explain it,’ she started, her voice barely controllable. ‘Old Man Wood’s been tracking us... spying on us, and I’ve found out how he does it—’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Archie said. ‘That’s ridiculous. He’d never do such a thing. He’s our best friend, and he wouldn’t harm a bug.’

      Isabella leaned in. ‘You may think so, Archie, but I have evidence.’

      ‘Get real!’ he replied. ‘Why would Old Man Wood do anything like that?’

      ‘Listen. Trust me, every single word of what I’m about to tell you is true.’

      Archie’s hair had now achieved full hard-wire status. He was agitated. It didn’t feel right.

      Isabella went on. ‘I wanted to ask him a few questions, so I popped down to his room. He wasn’t there, so I let myself in and jumped onto his bed. At the end of his bed are three screens that show every move we make. Every single move, Archie. One for each of us, like CCTV. Go and look for yourself.’

      ‘But how do you know it was us?’

      ‘You were bundled up in the corner of the potting shed feeling sorry for yourself, throwing your stupid knives and I knew it was Daisy by the way she moves and by the distinctive shape of her bottom. And me, well I was there all along, sitting on the bed.’

      Silence filled the small cupboard, only broken by the faint sounds of the range cooker drifting up to them and the hum of the generator.

      ‘You’ve gone mad,’ Archie whispered after a while. ‘Just like Old Man Wood.’

      ‘No, I haven’t, Archie. I couldn’t make this up. I don’t have any imagination, you know that.’

      Archie groaned. ‘Well, if you must know, I think we’re missing an important link to Old Man Wood.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘We all saw that Old Man Wood is connected to us, so there has to be some basis for his odd behaviour.’

      ‘Archie, if Old Man Wood’s spying on us then he might not be who we think he is—’

      ‘But really—’

      ‘Look, I’m serious, deadly serious,’ she said, her voice quivering.

      ‘This is Old Man Wood you’re talking about. Come on.’ Archie chuckled, his memory fresh from Old Man Wood’s fiasco with the trees.

      ‘Yes! Maybe our loving old man is part of a wider sort of conspiracy—’

      ‘Then why not ask him?’ Archie said. ‘I mean, he’s hardly likely to deny it.’

      ‘That’s exactly what I was going to do when I found the screens,’ Isabella fired back. ‘I mean, think about it. That medicine of his, the way he blunders about looking like he’s lost at sea—’

      ‘But he used the medicine to help us, didn’t he? He found us at death’s door and put us in the cave! Look, I just can’t believe he would do anything that would in any way be harmful—’

      ‘But there’s more,’ Isabella interrupted. ‘You know I told you about these panels with each of us on.’

      ‘Yeah. So?’

      ‘Well, this is not great but it’s absolutely true—’

      ‘Really–?’

      ‘Yes. Just listen,’ Isabella demanded. ‘One minute Daisy looked as if she was sunbathing—’

      ‘Sunbathing? Blimey Bells, she couldn’t have been.’

      ‘No, she was. It’s one-hundred percent the truth. And please stop interrupting me.’ Isabella crunched her eyes tight, refocusing. ‘Then Daisy talked to someone or something and then she totally disappeared.’

      Archie stared at Isabella. ‘You’ve lost the sodding plot—’

      ‘No, I have not, Archie. Her screen went blank. I’ll show you. That’s why I tore off round the farm. She wasn’t anywhere. I checked the place over.’

      ‘But why would she disappear—’

      ‘Ssshh!’ Isabella said. ‘What’s that noise?’

      Below them they could hear the sound of the door shutting followed by voices, as though the telly had been turned on. They listened.

      ‘It’s Mrs P,’ Archie said.

      ‘No, it isn’t. Mrs P headed off ages ago. Old Man Wood doesn’t watch telly and Daisy’s missing—as I told you.’

      Archie frowned. ‘Then we’d better see who’s come to visit.’

      Isabella nodded, flicked the latch and quietly, they slipped down the stairs.
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      Moments later, as she regained consciousness, the Ancient Woman heard another sound. A reverberation so haunting that it chilled her to the core. It was the unmistakable noise of whirring air, a sound she had heard before she was abandoned, a noise that had troubled, haunted, and eluded her ever since. It was the distinct whirr of the Great Gate, the sound that accompanied those leaving the Atrium to planets elsewhere.

      The long wail that followed spoke of utter misery; of torment on a different scale and intensity. ‘When will this wretchedness... this cruelty end?’ she cried out. ‘Finish this. End this. PLEASE... please!’ she implored.

      Her sobs trailed off, unheard along the empty tunnels. ‘Haven’t I suffered enough?’

      Lying at the top of the stairs, her thoughts tumbled back to happier times here on the Garden of Eden. She recalled how, in a time long gone, her family had once known great joy together in the Garden of Eden making creatures, and plant-life, and all life forms to meet the requirements for all the worlds.

      Then came the knowledge of immortality. They hadn’t realised it. Age had had no meaning; death had never crossed their paths. Expiry was a concept they had given to life they had created, a containing process so that life forms might be replaced, or altered or, mainly, improved.

      But Cain had grown tired of them all. He’d grown restless and played constantly with a beast of his own design. This was the great reptilian beast, a creation of brilliance, a monster that had the ability to morph into any cold-blooded creature instantly; from a tiny tortoise, to a chameleon, to a cobra, to a snarling, fire-blowing, flying dragon, in any order at any time. The beast had become Cain’s lethal cohort. Deadly, powerful, and loyal in its own right. Together they had begun to cause havoc across the worlds.

      Cain’s genius, like his father’s, lay in manipulating the creative processes.

      She sighed, the memories as clear now as they were back in the depths of time.

      Soon, the great elder, Adam, Cain’s father, had decreed that it was time for Cain, and his brothers and sister, to inhabit planets of their own. Cain was sent to the planet of Havilah, a planet of astonishing beauty, a planet with the finest of all Adam’s creations, given as a gift.

      The others settled on various different planets in the multi universal sphere. Rarely did they see one another again.

      Only Earth had remained. A planet that had waited for new species made in the cauldrons of life in the Garden of Eden.

      That was the beginning of the end, she supposed. She remembered the emptiness after Cain had gone. And then, much later the shock at his betrayal, and his lust for control.

      Then stories had filtered back. Cain raising an army, Cain’s determination to destroy the foundry of life itself: the Garden of Eden. And the stories had become reality.

      Cain’s desire to displace his father had led to war and muddle and chaos. He had stopped at nothing.

      And then came her capture, and her torture by her own son. The agony of the ultimate betrayal. And then her eyes had been ripped out of their sockets to balance Cain losing his too. Their ability to make magic, to make creations had been purged from them forever.

      In the end, the energies of the universe closed the Garden of Eden to stop the war. All that was left was a cold, desperate, endless emptiness. And ruin for everyone.

      Why? Why had she offered herself as the ultimate sacrifice? Because no other solution could end the hatred, the greed, and the fighting.

      She had spent her days of darkness so that one day there might be a fresh start for life in a new the Garden of Eden, which, in turn would lead to a new beginning for all the worlds.

      While she mulled over these thoughts, several dreamspinners moved silently around her, binding her leg with strong spider-like silks and they gave her dream powders to soothe the pain. Soon she would spiral off to a comforting, painless place. The dreamspinners would take good care of her.

      She realised that if the Garden of Eden could not be woken, she would be stuck in this Atrium forever, disappearing into dust, her heart the last organ to survive in this empty, lifeless world.

      But as she began to drift off, a curious feeling of hope washed over her: whoever had worked out how to get in to the Atrium of the Garden of Eden had worked out how to get out. And no one had done this since the Great Closing of the Garden of Eden.

      Calm swept over her like a gentle breeze.

      The person who came—and went—must possess she thought, great qualities—magical qualities that would solve the riddles to opening the Garden of Eden. Perhaps he, or she, would return with the other Heirs of Eden? Her brain filled with renewed energy that brimmed with confidence, hope and desire; sensations that she hadn’t felt in eons. Her heart began to blaze like an orb of fire, blood pumping around her veins like molten lava.

      Next time, she would be better prepared. She would be ready for them.

      It wouldn’t be long now, she was sure of it. Perhaps, she thought, her story would be told after all.
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      Splashes of neon lit the otherwise dark room as the latest news bulletin beamed into the kitchen.

      Archie and Isabella sneaked in.

      Archie crept past the oak table and chairs, past the island, and looked beyond it.

      Nothing. He moved farther forward, turned to Isabella, and shrugged.

      Then they heard a sniff. Archie took a pace forward as Isabella went for the light.

      In a wet heap on the floor beneath the island sat Daisy, watching the pictures of the disaster.

      She looked terrible.

      Her head turned briefly, but she quickly refocused on the news.

      Archie didn’t know what to think. She was drenched from head to toe, and shivering, but she wouldn’t take her gaze off the screen .

      ‘You all right?’ he said softly.

      ‘Sssshhh,’ she replied, pointing a shaking hand towards the screen.

      Archie’s eyes followed.

      On the screen was the image of a room inside a hospital showed a patient lying in a bed. The patient’s eyes were half open. A caption ran along the bottom:

      NEWS UPDATE: MIRACLE BOY OUT OF COMA

      Archie sat down next to Daisy, offering her a couple of drying-up cloths. Daisy grabbed them without taking her eyes from the screen.

      Why was Daisy so preoccupied with a bald, sick-looking boy covered in drips and bandages?

      The news continued:

      ‘Earlier today,’ the commentator said, ‘the miracle boy nicknamed Jonah by the medical staff, emerged from his coma. The boy, whose identity is still unknown, was found by the air ambulance team clinging on to a branch at the top of a tall tree surrounded by the floodwaters. Jonah, thought to be a local boy, was suffering from serious malnutrition and mysterious burn marks. Police and medical staff are urging anyone who might know him to ring this number.’

      The camera panned in on the boy who happened, at that moment, to blink, quite slowly.

      Archie reached in a little. That movement.

      Then the boy smiled faintly, his lips parting a fraction. Archie gasped and peered in even more. He turned to see the reaction of his sister. She was doing the exact same thing.

      The camera zoomed in even closer. The screen filled with the lips and eyes of the child, who had no hair, eyebrows, nor eyelashes, and who bore a curious red mark on his head as if he had squeezed into a tight hat.

      The boy closed his eyes. He was trying to speak. He swallowed, struggling to form a word. After a great effort, a sound emerged.

      It was barely audible, but sounded something like “Arljii”.

      Archie and Daisy knelt forward, watching keenly.

      A voice from one of the medical team, her face covered by a white medical mask, gently said, ‘Hello. Can you hear me?’

      ‘Algae,’ the boy repeated. His eyes opened wider, the struggle to talk seemingly beyond him. But the boy wasn’t to be beaten. He swallowed again, the camera highlighting the considerable effort.

      ‘Dunno,’ the boy repeated, this time with more urgency. Then the boy collapsed back on his bed as a machine above him started to bleep and a team of medics rushed in, surrounding him.

      Immediately, the TV pictures cut out and shot back to the studio, where, emblazoned in big writing along the bottom of the screen were the words:

      BREAKING NEWS: THE PRIME MINISTER WILL ADDRESS THE NATION AT 18:00hrs.
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      Solomon simply couldn’t work it out.

      On the one hand, the process of finding a hidden stairwell had become deeply irritating. On the other, it made him feel like a private investigator on the telly. And this idea spurred him on.

      For two hours, he tried every inch of the hidden room. He’d pushed books, felt for levers on the floor, and run his hand over ever surface at least two times hoping to feel some kind of notch or bump.

      When he came down the ladder, he kept his counsel. He didn’t want the children or adults to get overexcited with thoughts of escaping the tower if they were only going to be discover they were trapped.

      He needed to concentrate.

      Solomon took himself over to the architecture section of the library and picked out an old book on stained glass. Then, he lay flat on his back and stared up at the tower above him.

      A thought dawned on him. If the architects of the tower had wanted the hidden library to remain a secret, then wouldn’t they have built a secret staircase up to it?

      It had to be someplace else. To the side?

      He examined the white paint. Was there any secret looking holes or a discoloured area where a staircase, or a hatch may have been filled up?

      No.

      He walked around, talking to the children as he passed amongst them, his eyes still on the structure of the building his brain trying to imagine an architectural plan.

      The tower, he realised, had a small protruding outcrop, like a hip. He wondered if this was it. He passed the chef.

      ‘How are we for meals?’ he asked.

      ‘Should be all right for another two days. After that, boss, it’s going to be a struggle.’

      Solomon noticed the armour. ‘How is our cooking Knight?’ he joked.

      ‘I hate to admit it, but it’s superb. Finest steel I’ve ever had the pleasure of working with. Bit tricky to handle though. I’ll give the old fella a bit of a clean-up when we’re out of here though.’ His tone changed. ‘If we get out of here.’

      ‘The authorities do know we’re here,’ the headmaster replied quietly. ‘But I don’t want to raise anyone’s hopes too much until the time comes. There is an almighty operation going on outside of these walls and besides, we have a little bit of a problem. Perhaps you might help me come up with a solution.’

      Solomon explained.

      When he’d finished, chef looked rather startled. Soon, all the adults knew about the plan. And very soon, they were walking around the two floors of the tower like zombies, running their hands over the surfaces and gently knocking to see if any hollow sounds echoed in reply.

      Solomon nipped downstairs far enough so that he could see inside the top of the stained-glass windows peeking above the flooding in the chapel.

      He stared at the image coming back at him. What a difference in colour! How dynamic! The storm waters must have cleaned the glass.

      Instantly, it reminded him of the images in the ancient book.

      He took a picture with his phone and then ran up the stairs and straight to the ladder.

      Inside the secret library, the book lay open on the desk. He turned the page back and moved his head from the image on his phone to the drawing in the book. There wasn’t a great deal to work with. But going on what he had, they were indeed, remarkably similar.

      As he examined the images, the stained glass didn’t marry it exactly. There was something he couldn’t quite work out.

      He removed his half-moon glasses and rubbed his eyes. Looking down again, the image now blurry, he caught the briefest outline.

      Some kind of figure was missing?

      He replaced his spectacles and stared at it again.

      His phone bleeped; another text.

      Have you found a way to the tower? I need to know. Lack of resources. Too many others to rescue. Let me know in half an hour—or you face a three-day delay. S

      Goodness me, Solomon thought. In two days, we will be eating books, cookery books no doubt.

      He searched again for the outline. Yes. There it was. Like a ghost. Feint. Just like...

      An idea shot into his mind.

      In no time, he was clambering down the ladder. This time, he made his way past the chef to where the armour had stood.

      ‘Chef,’ he began, ‘do you remember exactly where the cooking Knight stood?’

      ‘Just there?’

      ‘Where exactly? The exact position.’

      Chef reluctantly stood up and pointed in the general area.

      ‘Show me precisely how it was standing,’ Solomon demanded.

      With a puzzled expression plastered on his brow, the chef stood and mimicked the steel plating.

      Solomon knelt down beside him and nodded. ‘Tell me, where is Sir Guilherme’s left hand?’

      ‘The left hand of the armour?’ chef queried.

      ‘Yes, chef. It might be a vital part. Do you still have it?’

      Chef pointed to the fire. ‘I’ve got a sausage cooking in each finger,’ he said.

      Solomon frowned. ‘I very badly need that hand, chef. Please transplant the bangers to another body part.’

      Chef reached in with his makeshift tongs and wrestled the hand off the fire. ‘It’s very hot, boss,’ he said as the sausages fell onto the inside of the breastplate.

      ‘Run downstairs and quench the metal straight away. Then rush back here.’

      The chef did as he was told. A few minutes later he handed a steaming, metal hand to Solomon.

      Solomon took a deep breath. If this didn’t work, he was going to look like an idiot to the crowd that had now gathered round.

      He slipped the metal hand over his own and moved into the suit of armours original position. Running his fingertips up the stone edge he waited for something to happen.

      A fingertip traced over a small indent. A hole! He worked a fingertip in, finding a perfect fit to his knuckle, but still nothing happened.

      Solomon reddened. Why didn’t something open?

      He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Stone wanted an answer.

      ‘Sir. Look, over here,’ said a little girl, who was pointing at the grate in front of the fire.

      Solomon left the hand dangling and moved to what looked like an air vent. The headmaster studied it for a while. ‘Chef, could I have the right foot,’ he said.

      ‘Seriously, boss. Can’t you have something else?’

      ‘Why. Whatever is the matter now?’

      ‘The right one’s got the rest of the bleedin’ sausages in it.’
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      Commissioner Stone slipped his phone into his pocket and stood to address the throng of anxious faces.

      ‘Thank you, Chief Medical Officer, Harris,’ he said. ‘You now have a sense of this situation. Further information in regard to likely outcomes are being distributed, along with an outline of the strategic operation that is about to come into place. None of it makes for easy reading. All of you have been assigned roles in relation to your skill set. When this meeting is over, please collect your briefing papers from the drawing room along the corridor.’ He raised a hand to signal he hadn’t finished.

      ‘These papers,’ he continued, ‘contain sensitive information including links and passwords to Government archives and the main COBRA operations portal on the web. In order for this to remain out of the public domain, you will sign official secrecy documents before you depart, or you will not leave Swinton Park. Is this quite clear?’

      A hubbub of noise and nodding heads indicated that it was.

      He studied the room. ‘Parliament went into an emergency session early this morning and the Prime Minister is chairing a cross-party emergency cabinet. Right now, other heads of state are being briefed, particularly our neighbours in Europe and in the United States. Smart-phones that run on a special-service connection will keep you up to date. Ministers and civil servants are being briefed as we speak,’ he continued. ‘The main headquarters for the operation will be here and at Downing Street, London. As the virus spreads, which we believe is highly likely, operational headquarters will be situated in rural locations like this outside Cardiff, Exeter, Manchester, Oxford, Cambridge, Durham, and Edinburgh. The heads of all the emergency services are meeting shortly. Across the country, reserve stores are being stockpiled in aircraft hangers and distribution systems are being organised. In our hospitals, isolation units are being prepared and only dire emergencies will be accepted. Non-life-threatening operations have been cancelled. Every town and village will run their own health centres manned by local doctors, nurses and volunteers.

      ‘Later this afternoon,’ he continued, ‘the media will be thoroughly briefed by the Prime Minister, who will then address the nation. You will not talk to the media from this moment on. All press and any interviews in regard to the virus and operations will be made through official channels.

      ‘Most of you will be flown out of here to help. You will be given smart-phones that run on a special-service connection so you’re kept up to date.

      He paused and inspected his notes. Stone cleared his throat.

      ‘From eleven o’clock this evening, all airports, ferry crossings, railway stations, waterways and motorways will be closed. Travel in or out of Great Britain will be prohibited unless authorised by one of you. As of midnight tonight, there will be a total media blackout. The Internet will be temporarily suspended, with access at specific times to be announced. Television and radio stations will play films and repeats and will be the source of news updates. Supermarkets will come under state supervision and armed military units are already moving in to areas where civil unrest is likely. And yes, we do envisage serious panic in towns and cities as people rush for supplies. To that end, a curfew will come into play in every town and city across the country and a zero tolerance approach will be forced upon the citizens of the country.’

      The commissioner felt sweaty. ‘Be assured, every available expert is working on a solution right now and not just here, but globally. We believe that so long as the virus is confined to the north of the country, these drastic measures might just contain the spread, both south and farther north. But you will need to work fast. The security of the country is at stake.’

      He pushed his glasses along his nose. ‘As Britain goes into lockdown, the eyes of the world are watching. Let us hope it is not too late.’

      The commissioner drew in a deep breath and mopped his brow. The stunned crowd in front of him began to disperse, heads buried in folders.

      ‘Is a chopper available?’ he said to the smart young officer next to him.

      The officer, Dickinson, made a quick call. ‘Ten minutes and it’s yours,’ he said as he hung up. ‘Can I brief the pilot where it’s headed?’

      ‘A short trip to Upsall. I want to take a look for myself. Apparently, there are fifty-seven school kids stuck in a tower we need to get out. We can make this one of the good news stories. First off, there’s someone I need to speak to—the headmaster at the school, name of Solomon. He’s in there.’

      ‘It’s bang in the middle of the zone, sir,’ Dickinson said. ‘The area suffered badly. Are you sure it’s sensible—’

      ‘I don’t care,’ the Commissioner snapped back. ‘I need that man out of there, dead or alive! With any luck they will have figured out how to get on to the tower roof. Make sure there’s a rescue plan for the kids, and don’t forget the film crew. ’

      Dickinson raced off. Stone glanced at his watch and dusted down his jacket. He studied his mobile. Still no word from the scientists. When would they come back with something, anything?

      He spotted Dickinson returning.

      ‘Are we ready?’

      Dickinson nodded and, knowing that the Commissioner liked to stride more than walk, marched quickly ahead.
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      After showing the footage of the hairless boy in his hospital bed, the TV screen started to flicker, and soon blacked out altogether.

      Isabella flipped the light switch, but it wasn’t working either, and she noticed how the buzz of the generator no longer droned in the background. She shot out of the house to see if she could restart the motor.

      Silence filled the kitchen. ‘Was that who I think it was?’ Daisy said quietly.

      Archie had gone pale. ‘What do you mean?’ he stammered, trying to hide his face.

      ‘That boy!’ Daisy said.

      Archie didn’t know what to say.

      ‘It’s Kemp!’ she said. ‘It has to be.’

      ‘You think so?’

      ‘Yes, of course. But without hair. It’s Kemp, your horrible friend. Bald and burnt.’

      For a moment, Archie wasn’t capable of uttering a word. ‘But how could it be Kemp? He’d been in the alley—’

      ‘Where?’ Daisy cut in.

      Archie hesitated. ‘Well, you know...’

      ‘No, I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Daisy said, as she started to remove her wet clothes. ‘What alley?’

      Archie wondered if he should come clean about his meeting with Cain, and Cain’s offer. Just before the storm had broken, Archie had met Cain in an alleyway behind his school, and Cain had offered Archie eternal life if he would join forces with him. Kemp, Archie realised, must have taken up the offer instead: Archie hadn’t found the right time to tell Daisy and Isabella about this.

      ‘No, it’s nothing,’ he heard himself say. ‘He just said he was going shopping in town, down the alley, that’s all.’

      ‘Strange, isn’t it?’ Daisy said as she removed her top. ‘I saw the rescue on telly this morning and at the time I thought those big lips could only belong to one person. Do you think his burn marks are from a lightning strike or a burning building?’

      ‘Dunno,’ Archie said.

      ‘Does "dunno" mean you really don’t know, or are you just repeating what dimwit Kemp said?’

      ‘Eh? Oh, sorry, just trying to work out what he was saying.’ Archie said as his brain raced.

      Was this Cain’s doing? Even so, how on earth did he end up in a tree? Kemp could hardly swim.

      Daisy felt like smacking Archie round the head but realised it might damage her hand. Talking to him was like chatting to a goalpost. ‘Come on, Archie, his words were a desperate cry for help. Shouldn’t we phone the helpline and tell them we know who it is? Don’t you think that’s, like, our duty?’

      Isabella came back into the room. ‘Can’t seem to get it going. Archie, why don’t you have a try? You’re good at that kind of thing.’

      ‘We’re going to phone the number,’ Daisy said, addressing her sister.

      ‘Phone who, about what?’

      ‘Call the emergency number and let them know we think the boy is Kemp.’

      Isabella turned on her. ‘Why? Why should we do that?’

      Daisy hesitated. Isabella sounded unnecessarily sharp. ‘Well, he’s Archie’s friend—’

      ‘And my enemy,’ Isabella snapped. Isabella and Kemp had been feuding for years, Isabella often ending up the butt of his schoolboy pranks and jokes. ‘If anyone wants to claim him,’ she continued, ‘let them.’ She turned away. ‘Come on, Archie, the sooner we get the generator going, the better.’
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      ‘Good heavens,’ Stone muttered as he viewed the distant, brown smear of water and debris that was once the fertile green fields of the Vale of York.

      He addressed his team. ‘Now, pay attention,’ he began. ‘I want names and addresses of everyone in this area, starting with Upsall. I want to know who is in the school; pupils, teachers, caterers; who runs the newsagents, who blows the candles out in the church, the postmen, holiday lets, recent tourists, and those who walk their dogs on the left-hand side of the road.’

      ‘But not the right-hand side?’

      Stone glowered back. ‘I want medical records, health records, birth records, and I need a history of the place from as far back as you can get, including death records, architectural information, Doomsday records. I want to know occupations, I want contractor details.’ He paused as he waited for the team to catch up with their note taking. ‘We need to find a pattern—or an anomaly. Have you got that?’

      ‘Sir,’ one of the officers nearby said, ‘this kind of investigation sounds like it would take months.’

      Stone fixed him an icy stare. ‘Understand this. Money is no object, but time is. Hire everyone and anyone. Use students from the universities of Leeds, Durham, Newcastle—Timbuktu for all I care. We need results. We need to find something that connects Upsall to this plague, do you understand?’

      The chopper wheeled to the right. ‘And I want everyone, and I mean everyone, who was found in Upsall village to be put in quarantine. Are the military in there yet? Good. Make arrangements for the evacuation of all the survivors up into the moors.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘Use the castle at Crayke.’ He fixed each of the people with eyes that told them to trust him implicitly. ‘Your status as part of my team means you can access anyone. Anyone,’ he emphasised. ‘Get on your phones and get about your business. NOW.’

      In no time the crew were relaying messages from their communications devices.

      A message came through from the pilot. ‘We’re approaching Upsall, sir.’

      ‘Can you get near the tower?’

      The helicopter whirred and levelled out. Beneath them lay murky water where once the pretty village stood. Sticking out like a lighthouse was the old tower of the school and the top half of the tall chapel.

      Before long, a marine climbed onto the parapet. A couple of people were there to welcome him. One was the familiar figure of the Upsall headmaster, his cousin, Solomon

      Commissioner Stone noticed how weight had dropped off him, and his face, rotund at their last meeting, was more angular than he’s seen him in decades and coated with a grey, stubbly beard.

      ‘You have to get the others out,’ the headmaster said. ‘You can’t leave them there. You don’t know what it’s like.’

      Stone patted his shoulder reassuringly. ‘We’ll get everyone out, trust me,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry about your party. I know how much it meant.’ The chopper soared into the rain. ‘Was rather looking forward to it myself.’

      The headmaster shrugged. Tears welled in his eyes as he stared out of the window.

      ‘I’m going to come straight to the point, Headmaster,’ Stone said. ‘We’ve got a pandemic on our hands and our evidence suggests that it stems from your quaint little village.’ He stared out of the window as if sharing the older man’s grief. ‘You need to tell me everything you know about Upsall.’

      ‘Of course,’ Solomon said, gathering himself. ‘I’ll tell you all I know but I don’t know how it’ll help.’

      The chopper climbed high and from here the devastation was truly remarkable. Water stretched from Teesside in the north, as far as the eye could see to the south. Dotted at various points were outcrops, islands, full of tents and makeshift dwellings, like mini shantytowns.

      ‘Were there any unusual circumstances prior to the storm?’ Stone asked.

      Solomon thought for a while. ‘None. We thought the storm was, for all intents and purposes, just localised. That’s what the Met Bureau said.’

      ‘You called the Met Bureau?’

      Solomon remembered the incident with Isabella. ‘No. Not exactly. I watched the forecast on the television, but there was a girl—one of my brightest students—’

      ‘She thought otherwise?’

      Solomon admired the way his young cousin had the knack of picking up little leads like this. ‘Yes, probably nothing,’ he said. ‘A smart kid. You know, just interested—’

      Stone lent in. ‘And she said what, exactly?’

      ‘Well, she’d made a barometer and insisted there was going to be a terrible storm. Why, I don’t know. But she did it on three occasions.’

      ‘Her name?’

      ‘Isabella de Lowe,’ he replied without flinching.

      Stone scratched her name in his pad and handed it to the officer next to him. ‘Get this checked out,’ he said. ‘Find out if she’s alive, what family she has.’

      ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about her,’ Solomon said. ‘Her parents are stuck in the Middle East—archaeologists—’

      ‘Look, I need answers and, at the moment, there are none,’ Stone said bluntly. ‘Everyone, and I mean everyone, is being checked out.’

      An alarm bell rang in Solomon’s mind. ‘But she’s only a child—’

      ‘I don’t care if she’s a bloody donkey. I need to know about everyone.’ His tone was tough and unapologetic. ‘Where is she from? Upsall or—’

      ‘All I’m saying,’ Solomon said, in his most head-masterly way, ‘is that this girl came to me wanting to talk about a storm, which she said was going to be bigger than everyone thought.’

      ‘Why?’ Stone pressed. ‘Do all your students do this?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Solomon replied racking his brain. ‘Perhaps she was being intuitive. Some children are remarkable in that respect. She’s a bright child, one of our best.’

      ‘Do you know where she lives?’

      Solomon didn’t like the way this was going. ‘In the hills,’ he said, waving a hand roughly in the air. ‘Extraordinary family, very eccentric.’

      ‘In what way?’

      Solomon had forgotten what a persevering human being Stone could be. It was, he realised, one of the reasons he’d climbed to the top. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘I’m tired, exhausted, and hungry, and I don’t think this is helping.’ He exaggerated a yawn. ‘I simply think you’re barking up the wrong tree,’ he added. The headmaster needed to think, to run the conversations through his mind before he’d give his cousin anything else to work on. He certainly wasn’t going to allow Stone to hound his students.

      Stone surveyed his haggard cousin. ‘de Lowe. Is that the name?’

      Solomon grunted disapprovingly.

      Stone turned to the officer. ‘Find out everything about the de Lowe family. History, academic records, family records—the whole damn lot. Understand?’

      Solomon was too tired to respond. In his heart there was something about Isabella and her ranting that struck a chord with everything that had happened—as if she knew. But what, and why her?

      He slumped into his seat and shut his eyes. He’d think about it once he’d slept, washed, and eaten.

      Stone had a fearsome reputation for extracting information and Solomon wasn’t comfortable handing over his students, or his friends.

      Not yet, at any rate.
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      When Daisy walked in, Archie was washing oil off his hands, and Isabella sat with her arms folded tight across her chest, staring at the floor.

      Oh well, she thought, better now than never.

      ‘Right,’ she said, pulling up a chair. ‘We need to talk.’

      Archie joined her. ‘The Prime Minister’s on in ten minutes,’ he said. ‘We should watch.’

      ‘We’ll do that after I’ve explained what happened to me earlier,’ Daisy said. ‘This is important.’

      Isabella yawned. ‘Fire away, twinkle toes.’

      ‘OK, it’s going to sound gigantically bonkers,’ Daisy said, pulling off her pink glasses. ‘I went to look for you this morning, Archie, and, when I reached Dad’s old potato patch, I found a gate with a kind of jewel hanging from a bush.’

      Isabella tutted.

      ‘I tried to grab it and, as I reached out, I somehow fell into a ditch. When I’d dragged myself out, I was in sunshine on a small glade with three really old trees totally covered in blossom. I know it sounds impossible but the trees asked me questions—’

      Isabella groaned theatrically.

      ‘Please, Isabella, let me finish,’ Daisy said, shooting her a look. ‘At first, I thought I’d died, you know, swallowed some infected water or something, and I ignored them; but the trees insisted and eventually pointed me towards a strange platform. After a bit of hesitation, I went on to the platform and then flew off to a... a new kind of place.’

      Isabella guffawed. ‘Yes, yes, I know how you vanished, Daisy. I saw it all. Nice story, by the way.’

      ‘Eh? What...?’

      ‘You disappeared, right? Do you know how I know?’

      Daisy shook her head.

      ‘Because I watched as you moved an object on this platform of yours and then… gone.’

      Daisy was flummoxed. ‘How... how do you know all this?’

      ‘I found some magic panels on Old Man Wood’s bed—’

      ‘Magic—’

      ‘Yes. Panels, like TV monitors, which showed that you’d slipped away.’

      Daisy’s face had turned puce. ‘What panels, Isabella? You’re talking bull,’ she said. ‘It’s not possible.’

      ‘I’m afraid it is. Happy to show you if you like.’

      The children sat silently round the table. Isabella smiled.

      ‘It’s a joke, right?’ Daisy fumed. ‘You’re making fun, right?’

      But Isabella’s face didn’t change.

      Daisy was seething. ‘I knew you wouldn’t believe me, but it’s all true. One-hundred percent.’ She stood up and paced around the table. ‘My dreams—our dreams—are really, really happening, right now. Everything we’ve seen, Isabella, is real. It’s not imaginary. And we’re running out of time—’

      ‘Daisy, shut up!’ Isabella snapped. ‘I told you, I saw you, OK? There’s really nothing more to say on the matter.’

      ‘Anyone fancy,’ Archie began diplomatically, ‘a slice of Old Man Wood’s starlight apple crumble? I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Nothing like a good pig-out to calm the nerves.’

      Archie stood up, pulled some milk from the fridge and pushed a cake tin onto the table. Then he pressed the button that turned on the TV.

      Much to everyone’s surprise, it flickered into life.
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      Prime Minister Kingsford looked tired. No amount of make-up could disguise this. He was flanked by senior government ministers and his COBRA team as he stood in front of an oak lectern.

      ‘People of the United Kingdom,’ he began, ‘Never, in the annals of our history, has this country seen a crisis as grave as the situation that squares up to us now. This evening, I speak to you as your leader. I also speak to you as a husband and a father — an ordinary man. I don’t doubt that the words and actions that are about to follow will be met with shock. But I ask you all, before I say any more, to understand that these measures have been driven upon us as a very last resort. And, therefore, I urge you to hear what I have to say with level-headed understanding so that, together, we may face the threat in front of us with the decency and common spirit that I know resides within the marrow of each and every one of you.’

      He shuffled nervously and glanced back quickly at his team before continuing.

      ‘Following the devastating floods in the Yorkshire area, a virus known as Ebora has emerged. It is a strain that has never been seen before. It is a freak. There is no rhyme nor reason as to Ebora’s aggressive nature. It is a silent enemy that we do not, as yet, understand, but rest assured, we will. As I speak to you now, top scientists from around the world are trying to identify Ebora’s complex properties in order to find a vaccine. But they require more time.’

      The camera zoomed in on his face. ‘Earlier today I met with the COBRA team who have been working non-stop to provide the necessary framework that we hope will protect as many lives as possible in the foreseeable future. Their work is being actioned as I speak. This is the result of top-level consultations and has the agreement of all sides of the houses of Parliament.

      ‘In order to give ourselves the best opportunity to limit Ebora’s destructive path, our first step is to restrict the movement of people in and around the country. For the foreseeable future, until we are free from this threat, it is with a very heavy heart that I must announce the following.’

      The Prime Minister shuffled his notes and held a long pause. A global audience of billions reached into their TV sets.

      ‘From midnight tomorrow, a net will be pulled over our land and zipped up around our borders. Every airport in Britain, every railway and waterway will be vacated. Motorway traffic will be limited to emergency use only, local travel will be possible, but ill-advised. For safety reasons, internet use will be limited. Supermarkets, power companies, media organisations and their distribution partners will fall under the temporary control of Government departments.

      ‘These drastic measures are to ensure that food and necessary supplies can be provided to everyone, at the right time, without panic and without preference, so that the fundamental elements of our existence may continue.’

      The Prime Minister paused to sip some water and then continued.

      ‘While we learn how to tackle Ebora, life must, and will go on. This evening, do not rush to your local stores, do not go outside for unnecessary errands or for social occasions. Consider everything closed. Many of you will have noticed the presence of the military in our cities and in our towns and villages. I urge you not to be alarmed. They are there for no other reason but to protect you, to organise the relief effort and to enforce law and order.’

      Kingsford now used all his theatrical skills, and slowly addressed the camera.

      ‘Let me be absolutely clear,’ he resumed, ‘civil unrest, in any form, will not be tolerated while such great suffering and disruption fills our lives. The penalties for such acts will not only be swift, but severe. I cannot emphasise how important it is that you heed this warning.’ Kingsford smiled thinly. ‘We will keep you notified as to the progress of the virus and the status of the curfew. Updates will be posted regularly on local radio stations, the BBC website and on terrestrial television channels. But, until a vaccine is found, I cannot tell you how long these measures will be in place.’

      He paused again, peered at his notes before looking directly into the camera. ‘In this great country of ours we have overcome many things. Together, we shall persevere. Together, we will defeat this silent and destructive beast.’

      Tears welled in his eyes. ‘Go now to your loved ones.  Be safe, responsible and ever mindful. And may God bless you all. Thank you.’
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      For a minute or two, the children stared open-mouthed at the screen.

      It was Daisy who broke the silence. ‘Bollocks!’ she said.

      Isabella turned on her. ‘Daisy, there’s absolutely no need to swear.’

      Daisy was shaking. ‘Yes, there bloody well is!’

      ‘No,’ Isabella replied icily. ‘There isn’t!’

      ‘Yes, there rotten, fricking well is!’ Daisy yelled.

      ‘Daisy! Stop it!’ Isabella cried. ‘There’s nothing we can do about it, you heard what the PM said.’

      ‘Isabella, how unbelievably thick are you?’ Daisy roared. ‘Don’t you understand? Don’t you get it yet?’ She stood up and stamped her feet. ‘This is our problem, you idiot,’ she growled. ‘This is our damn problem!’

      ‘No, it isn’t,’ Isabella replied calmly, ‘and for God’s sake, stop swearing. Didn’t you listen to anything, anything on the telly? It’s a national problem—’

      ‘Yes, but it started here! Right here in Upsall. Don’t you see?’

      Archie moved in. ‘Whoa! Cool it, you two,’ he said.

      ‘Cool it!’ she fumed. ‘What’s got into you both? Have you lost your minds? Which bits don’t you understand? You think you get freaky hair like that or bloody great holes in your hands or glaring red eyes every bleeding day? Really? You think these strange things happening to us are normal? Do you?’

      Isabella wasn’t having any of it. ‘Well, it looks like I’m not the only one who’s lost my mind,’ she snapped back. ‘This virus has nothing to do with us. ‘

      ‘Dur! It has everything to do with us,’ Daisy spat. ‘If you’d bothered to look at the cave paintings you’d have realised it is exactly what was shown. It showed a plague, like in biblical times, and three stone tablets like... like books, and they needed to be found or everyone dies.’

      ‘Oh dear, Daisy. Now you’re completely overreacting.’

      ‘Me, overreacting?’ Daisy said, as she stood and swept a mass of curls off her face. She faced her sister, her face puce with anger, her red eyes burning. ‘Take a hard look at yourself, Isabella, and think of everything we’ve been through. Overreacting? Jeez, I really don’t think so.’ She gave both of her siblings a piercing look. ‘Seems like you two are suffering from total memory failure and a pathetic case of denial—’

      ‘Stop being so irrational and stupid—’

      ‘Stupid? You’re the daft ones, not me!’ There was no reaction. ‘This is about finding those tablet things that were painted on the walls. This is about the three of us. It’s about all of us doing whatever we’ve got to do, together. Which bit don’t you get?’

      Daisy stormed out and slammed the door. Then she opened the door again and marched back in. ‘And there’s one more thing.’

      Isabella tutted.

      ‘Yeah,’ Daisy said, ‘I’ve worked it out.’

      ‘Worked what out?’ Archie said.

      ‘What Kemp meant. You know, when he said those words, "Dunno" and “Algae”. I know what he was trying to say.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Isabella said.

      ‘Kemp—in the hospital bed, your holy thickness.’

      ‘Most likely he was simply trying to alert them about the water,’ Isabella said coolly.

      Daisy shook her head.

      Isabella smirked. ‘Go on then, spit it out, Professor Stephen Daisy Hawking.’

      ‘Why should I?’

      ‘Or is it another thing that’s sprung out of your increasingly fertile imagination,’ Isabella said, smiling thinly.

      ‘No. I know, all right,’ Daisy fired back. ‘But why should I tell you when you will not open your eyes?’

      ‘Try me?’

      ‘Sod you, Isabella. Where the hell is Old Man—?’

      The door opened. Old Man Wood’s head popped round the doorframe.

      ‘Have I missed something?’ he said, as he went over to the range and put the kettle on. ‘Everything all right?’

      ‘No, everything is not OK!’ Daisy roared, fixing him with a glowing stare. ‘An epidemic is about to sweep the country following the worst flooding ever and, LA-DI-DAH, we’re the only ones who seem to know anything about it. You’re a part of this, Old Man Wood, so it’s time you started telling us what is going on!’
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      Gus was relieving himself off the end of the boat, when, all of a sudden, a shriek and a wobble very nearly made him topple overboard.

      ‘Hey!’ he shouted. ‘Give me a break!’

      Sue was yelling. At first Gus thought she was in trouble, but it quickly dawned on him that these were howls of joy. He zipped up and looked under the canopy. Sue was holding her phone, the back-light illuminating her face, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      ‘They’re fine,’ she said. ‘Look!’ She handed him the phone.

      Sue!!! U did it. Dancing at news! Gus> wow ;-) We survived. No idea how! scary + mad—not sure how real. At cottage. Phone works every now n then. Weird stuff happening. Any idea where u r? National catastrophe here. Thrilled 4 U!!!! Hugs, I D A. xxx

      Gus whistled. ‘I knew they’d do it.’

      ‘You did not,’ Sue replied, hitting him.

      ‘Course I did. They’re tougher than you think, cleverer than you think and a lot madder than you think. Not sure which goes with who, though. Must be a few stories about how they got back. No word on the other message you sent them?’

      ‘Nah. They probably think I’m a bit cuckoo.’ She wiped a tear from her eye. ‘Time for sleep, Mr Williams. It’s knackering doing nothing.’

      Gus looked up at the night sky which, for the first time since they had been at sea, showed a wide range of stars occasionally blotted out by a woolly cloud. ‘Bit chillier tonight, and windier,’ he said. He put his hand out. ‘I reckon the wind’s changed. Can you seal up the other end if I do this one?’ He pulled the sail about and jammed it into place. The boat sped forward in perfect union with the wind. He bent down under the canopy and tied off the makeshift end sections.

      As they lay shivering on the planks Gus studied the compass on Sue’s phone. Set fair, south west. He sighed and turned the power off, noting the two bars remaining.

      ‘I could do with a warm fire,’ Sue said, ‘wrapped up in my furry onesie watching a good movie—’

      ‘Drinking a cup of hot chocolate,’ Gus added, ‘with a pile of cream frothing on top.’

      ‘And marshmallows,’ Sue added.

      Gus wriggled closer. ‘Move over. You’re the worst bed hog ever—’

      ‘Me?’ Sue cried. ‘Yeah, right! Your snores keep fish awake.’

      Gus chuckled. ‘At least I don’t fart in my sleep!’

      She hit him on the chest. ‘Don’t be vulgar. That smell is the skanky fish guts at the bottom of the boat.’

      Gus yawned. ‘Oh, sure!’

      Sue pulled the two, thick dust blankets up and rolled over so they were facing each other. They’d given up trying to do the lookout; it was simply too cold, and for two nights not a light or another boat had been spotted. Their body warmth was a necessary comfort.

      In the pitch black, Sue put her arms around Gus and very slowly moved her head towards his. Their noses bumped and a soft snicker came out. A moment later their lips met and this time, now that he’d relaxed, it was a far more pleasant experience. Shortly, Sue broke off and rolled over. ‘Night, Gus,’ she whispered. ‘Hey, and Gus, if we don’t make it through the night, thank you. Thanks for everything.’

      He groaned.

      ‘Sweet dreams,’ she said.
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      ‘Mrs P, did you watch the speech?’ Archie asked.

      Mrs Pye snivelled. ‘Aye. Worrying, I reckon,’ she sniffed, pulling out a white handkerchief and dabbing her eyes. ‘It’s... it’s that poor boy I feel for. Makes me come over all queer every time I see him, everyone waiting for him to wake up.’

      Archie went in for a big hug and was rewarded by a squashing from Mrs Pye’s ample bosom. ‘Thing is, Mrs P,’ he said, as he resurfaced, ‘we reckon that boy might be my friend Kemp. What do you think?’

      Mrs Pye released him, rubbed her eyes, and burst out crying. ‘Well, now, that be something,’ she said, between sobs.

      ‘Yeah, amazing if it is,’ Archie continued, ‘I thought he’d be dead, like all the others.’

      She erupted into tears again.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Archie said. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      ‘Never you mind,’ she said, wiping her tears on her sleeve. ‘Every time I see his dear little face I get an upsetting feeling in me bones, that’s all.’ She dusted herself off and pulled herself as upright as possible. ‘I think,’ she declared, ‘that a special Mrs Pye sandwich is what you lot need tonight, followed by a thick slice of starlight apple crumble. Might have one myself too, you know. Help get over this terribleness.’

      As she always did, Mrs Pye shooed everyone out of the kitchen. ‘Come back in fourteen,’ she said, as she ushered them out of the door, and the children dispersed to different parts of the house.
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      Mrs Pye took her meal over the road, leaving the three children and Old Man Wood eating their MPS sandwiches in virtual silence, aside from an occasional slurp or clatter of cutlery.

      An MPS was the abbreviation for "Mrs Pye Special". It was a slice of French bread with layers of melted cheese, ham, tomato, and crowned with a poached egg. Mrs Pye insisted that it should be washed down with Old Man Wood’s apple juice, which the old man had spent a lifetime perfecting, and which contained no less than nine different varieties from his very old, very gnarled, and beautifully maintained apple orchard.

      Afterwards, a sense of calm filled the room. Archie broke the silence, ‘So, Daisy, what did happen to you yesterday?’

      Daisy took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and began to tell her story.

      ‘It was like twenty Wembley Football Stadiums wide and it just went on and on forever. In the middle, I saw a tree with no leaves, and, thinking I might be dead, I walked off only to tread on a skeleton... the bones crunched under my feet like a pile of sticks,’ she said, trying and failing not to laugh.

      ‘Moments later, I heard this truly terrible crack followed by a noise piercing my eardrums. I ran, trying to find a way out. All around were tunnels, thousands of them, some mega, some small, but all blocked. I ran and ran until I found a gateway and I realised I’d seen the gate before—in my dreams—and I figured that all I had to do was believe I could walk through it.’ She stopped and tried to gauge the reactions of her brother and sister.

      Isabella, Archie, and Old Man Wood stared at her in silence.

      ‘That’s what I did,’ Daisy croaked. ‘And I found myself in a wet ditch.’

      Old Man Wood turned on her. ‘Daisy, you are a right daft fool!’ he said, the colour draining from his face. ‘What did you think you were doing?’

      The children looked at Old Man Wood, astonished. He had never, ever, raised his voice at any of them. He was clearly as startled as they were, if not more so.

      There was an awkward silence.

      ‘Er... well, it was very exciting,’ Daisy replied, trying not to cry. ‘I rushed back and found the news about Kemp and the plague...’

      ‘Daisy, don’t you get it?’ Old Man Wood interrupted, moving by her side and draping an arm gently around her shoulders. ‘You see, that person never saw the motif. He never worked out the way home. He died a horrible death all alone. That could have been you, my littlun. And you’re not ready for that, not yet.’

      ‘But I saw the clues,’ she argued, feeling a bit confused, ‘so I know my dreams are true. I know it really exists... doesn’t it? It all adds up.’

      For once, Isabella was quite moved. ‘Right!’ she said. ‘I think we need answers. Home from where, Old Man Wood? And how do you know it was a he who died?’ she demanded.

      Old Man Wood looked rattled. ‘Oh, apples-alive! I can’t remember,’ he answered, his face scrunched up and his deep wrinkles more pronounced than usual.

      Isabella eyed him suspiciously and turned to her sister. ‘Daisy, first off, I owe you an apology.’ She met her eye and sighed. ‘There are some strange wooden panels on the end of Old Man Wood’s bed that follow our movements, like TV security monitors, I’ll show them to you later. That’s how I knew you’d disappeared.’

      ‘But how?’

      ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ she said, turning to Old Man Wood who waved a hand in acknowledgement. ‘He doesn’t know how they work either. But it’s how I saw you sucked into the ground and, when you didn’t return, I ran off looking for you. And I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier but there is a part of me that simply will not accept that these strange goings on are in any way real. Do you understand?’

      Daisy nodded as Isabella continued. ‘You see, part of me cannot, and will not, believe all these peculiar things that are happening. That’s me, Daisy. It’s how I’m made, and there’s nothing you or Archie can do about it. My whole life has been built around reason and fact, cause and effect, and it’s very difficult for me to believe in anything else.’ She smiled at her sister, noting her disappointment. ‘But if we’re to explore your fantasies, then so be it.’

      Daisy half-smiled.

      Isabella turned abruptly to Old Man Wood. ‘So, here goes. First off, Old Man Wood, we need answers because otherwise we’re going to end up in a Genesistic asylum. I guarantee that you will be the first one in.’ She tapped the table with her fingertips. ‘What is the story of your bed, are the images in the cave anything to do with us, and why did Sue insist the rain is all our fault? We need explanations, we need answers, and we need them now!’

      The children gazed at the gnarled old face expecting a spectacular response. But all Old Man Wood said was:

      ‘Mmm... perhaps. Oh dear, my little favourites.’

      ‘Old Man Wood, this is not helping.’

      ‘The bed is a bit of a mystery,’ he said. ‘But perhaps it’s time we found the riddles.’

      ‘Riddles! WHAT riddles?’ the children chorused.

      ‘The riddles to finding a place called the Garden of Eden.’

      ‘Like the riddles Sue was yelling at us about?’ Archie said. ‘And what the pictures in the cave were trying to show us?’

      ‘Hmmm.’

      ‘I knew this plague has something to do with us,’ Daisy said, her eyes glowing like lasers.

      ‘Well, now,’ the old man said, staring at the floor, ‘it’s been an awfully long time.’ He opened his eyes wide, as if attempting to welcome the world into his mind.

      ‘That’s the problem, my dear littluns.’ And he rapped his knuckles on his head. ‘There’s nothing in here anymore. I just don’t remember.’
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      A murmuring spilled out of Gus’ mouth. He rolled one way, then the other, knocking Sue. Then Sue heard a noise. Was it Gus, or the wind on the canopy?

      Sue woke with a start. ‘Gus?’ she said, listening to the strange noises coming from him. His head rolled one way and then the other. ‘You all right?’

      The boat wobbled and pitched, and Sue was hit by a sense of being terribly small and insignificant, of being a tiny speck of life in a vast ocean. She reached across him for the torch, her fingers dabbing at the heavy cloth of the dust sheet. As she did so, her hair brushed across Gus’s face.

      A moment later, he sneezed violently, waking himself up.

      Sue flicked on the torch. ‘Hey,’ she said, ‘you were having a nightmare.’ She yawned and rested her head on his chest.

      Gus blinked. ‘What’s going on?’ He said, trying to get his bearings.

      Sue raised herself up and smiled. ‘I think my hair tickled your nose. You sneezed yourself awake.’

      The boat pitched as it rode a larger wave and then rounded the crest and headed down again. For the first time, Sue detected a look of anxiety in Gus’ eyes.

      The wind thudded into the side canopy as the boat plunged into the next wave, water colliding with the helm, water filling their small cabin.

      ‘A storm’s coming,’ Gus said. His blue eyes were now wide open and, in place of his usual, happy demeanour with his big toothy smile, he wore a frown. The boat lurched and spray showered the canopy. ‘It could be pretty unpleasant.’

      Sue spoke very calmly, trying not to betray her nerves. ‘We’ve had it, haven’t we?’ she said.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ he said, regaining his bravado. ‘The Joan of’ survived the worst storm since Noah, so there’s no reason it can’t withstand a wee North Sea gale.’

      Sue shivered. ‘That’s Gus-speak for we’re totally stuffed.’

      Gus took too long to reply. Finally, he sighed and smiling boldly said, ‘Nah, not really. We beat the odds last time, who says we can’t do it again. And anyway, after all we’ve been through, a bit of wind will be a walk in the park.’

      He shook his legs out, encouraging blood back into his toes and shuffled down the boat. ‘I’m going to see what’s happening out there, and then we’ll need to batten down the hatches.’

      He opened up the makeshift canvas door and slipped outside.

      Gus’s over-confidence simply confirmed Sas’s worst suspicions. The boat lurched into a bigger wave and water thudded onto the canopy. Sue grabbed her phone and pressed the power button. The phone display lit up.

      Moments later she was tapping away furiously.

      Her first was to Isabella. A thought had been niggling away at her.

      Me here. Not looking good. G being v brave me less so. Have you found clues? In your house—like pictures. You MUST find them. Sounds mad but think important. If don’t speak, love you very much. Sue—n Gus. xxx

      Send. Bleep.

      Sue noted the bars of the battery sinking to red. Two more.

      Mum, I love you so much. If you get this, I’m stuck out at sea. Don’t worry—never been happier. Thanks for all you have done. I love you xxx

      Send. Bleep.

      Her final message was to her entire address book:

      SOS. Sue Lowden here with Gus Williams from Upsall. We’re in a small rowing boat in the North Sea. Sucked out after storm. Gale coming. No idea where we are. Please forward. WE NEED HELP!

      Send.

      ‘The Joan of’ jolted viciously and Sue, thrown off balance, dropped the phone. It landed in the water at the bottom of the boat with a splash.

      Gus put his head back under the canopy, his head soaked. ‘Do you want the good news or the bad news?’

      ‘Uh,’ Sue said as she picked up her phone.

      ‘I said, good news, or bad news?’

      Gus sat on the end of the bench and waited for her response. Tears trailed down her cheeks.

      Sue wiped the handset and then her eyes. ‘Bad news first,’ Sue croaked.

      Gus smiled his big toothy smile. ‘Ace. Right, the bad news is that it’s quite a big one.’

      ‘Big what?’

      ‘Bag of bananas, you monkey! Storm! What do you think?’

      Sue shivered. ‘And the good?’

      ‘Lights! I can see lights!’ He was shouting. ‘Look... there, can you see it? It’s a bleeding lighthouse.’

      Sue crawled down the boat and, for a moment, as she popped her head out, she caught the blink of a light way off in the distance. Her muscles tensed and her eyes widened. Was it a mile off, or ten miles away? ‘How far?’ she shouted.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he yelled back. ‘I’d have a better idea if the waves weren’t so big.’

      For the first time, now that her eyes had fully adjusted to the murky gloom, she could see wild seas frothing and chopping nearby. A huge, dark wave loomed up. Before she had a chance to move, it broke. She dived inside. The canopy sagged for a moment and then sprang back.

      Gus immediately pulled the sail, the umbrella they used as a water holder, and other odds and ends into the boat. He secured their food package with a rope, tying it against the bottom of the seat. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘have some.’ He threw her a bag of crisps and a water bottle. ‘Drink.’

      Sue did as she was told.

      ‘Now,’ he said, handing her an assortment of chocolates. ‘Tuck these in your pockets. Just in case.’

      She grabbed them and pushed two into her jeans and another lot into her jacket.

      ‘I’m scared, Gus,’ she said.

      ‘Have no fear, we’ll be fine,’ he replied, as another wave assaulted the canopy. Quick as a flash, Gus was bailing water. Sue joined in, and, for the time being at least, the water in the boat took their mind off the storm.

      Some while later, exhausted by their endeavour, Gus lay down, Sue next to him, gulping in air. Sue was shaking. Gus draped an arm round her. ‘Sue’, he said reassuringly, ‘believe me, everything will work out fine and dandy.’

      She trembled. Gus knew it wasn’t from the cold. He needed her to be strong. ‘Look, it’s like at the end of the film, Titanic,’ he said. ‘Remember? When Leonardo DiCaprio holds Kate and they’re in the freezing North Atlantic water but they keep going until they get rescued—’

      ‘But HE dies!’ Sue shot back.

      ‘Yeah, but he kept her alive, somehow, right to the bitter end. And you know what, I’m going to keep you alive too. Anyway, in our version, it isn’t that cold, we’re very close to land and you’ve put out an SOS.’ He held her tighter and turned, his eyes wide. ‘You have, haven’t you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘So, there you go. And we’re not in a hulking, metal ship in the North Atlantic miles from anywhere, we’re in a tiny rowing boat, somewhere off the coast of... somewhere. Safety, is pretty much guaranteed. And, there’s another thing,’ he said, his grin returning, ‘you’re way prettier than Leo’s Kate.’ He kissed her forehead.

      Sue snuggled into his chest as the boat groaned, bashed first one way and then the other, lurching wretchedly, like a ride at the fair.

      A churning, all-encompassing feeling of illness swept through her.

      Gus’ eyes sparkled and he started laughing. He stumbled to the end of the boat, grabbed the fresh water container, took a deep draught and topped up his water bottle. He turned. ‘You want some?’

      Sue hardly dared move but she reckoned a bit of water might make her feel less queasy. She nodded and slid along the bench, not daring for a minute to let go. Sue gulped, instantly regretting it.

      Gus tied the rope around his wrist, pulling the plastic barrel after him. He began pouring the drinking water into the sea.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Sue screamed.

      ‘Buoyancy aid,’ he grinned. ‘If we go down, and of course it’s a massive "if" it would be a shame if we drowned.’

      ‘But we need water, Gus!’

      ‘We’ve got enough,’ he shrugged and tapped the water bottle as a wave threw him against the canopy. His grin grew and his eyes shone.

      ‘We’ll freeze!’

      ‘Nah! Course we won’t. It’s October, the sea’s at it warmest.’

      A roller smashed the canopy and Sue cowered down, trembling.

      Gus stumbled over. ‘The fact is,’ he said, ‘we’re near the coast. I can sense it. Either it’s a short swim, or ‘The Joan of’ gets wrecked, and a boat comes along and picks us up. Or a helicopter, wouldn’t that be cool?’

      ‘No, it would not be!’

      ‘Aw, come on, liven up a bit. I’ve never been in a helicopter. We’re on the verge of getting out of here.’

      ‘You’re insane, Gus Williams. Totally bonkers.’

      Gus mocked a pained look.

      Sue thumped him on the arm. ‘OK—gorgeous, but still bleeding bonkers,’ she added.

      Gus tied a section of wood onto the handle of the barrel with some rope and settled into construction mode.

      Sue watched, admiring his speed and concentration, aware that her stomach was rumbling.

      ‘I’m going to be sick,’ she said, her hand moving to her mouth. Holding tightly onto the seat and using the rocking motion of the boat, she slipped towards the canopy entrance. As she leaned out a wave smashed her in the face. She reeled and put her head back in and shrieked, shaking the water out of her hair.

      Gus laughed.

      ‘Oh, shut up,’ she said, as she put her head back outside and let fly.

      In no time, her body felt green and deathly. When she opened her eyes, she tried to figure out what she was staring at. A large, black, towering hulk right in front of her. And then it was lost behind a wall of water. Was it a boat, a cliff or something else?

      She scrambled in as Gus was tying the other end of the plank onto one of the buoyancy containers. ‘What is it?’ she said pointing down the boat.

      ‘What’s what?’

      ‘The big—thing—out there.’

      Gus smiled. ‘Cliffs, probably.’

      ‘Cliffs? Is that good or bad?’ her attention turned to his contraption. ‘What are you doing?’

      Gus’ eyes sparkled in the torchlight. ‘This, my little vomit comet, is our life raft.’

      ‘That!’

      Gus looked taken aback. ‘Yeah. It’s brilliant. You got any better ideas?’ His eyes darted to the bottom of the boat where, for the first time, she noted ankle-high water swishing around.

      ‘Bail!’ she cried. Immediately, Sue reached for the bailing bucket, her arms flailing in the darkness. She found it, but, as she bent to scoop, she was thrown to the other side of the vessel. A strong hand pulled her up. Gus looked deep into her eyes.

      ‘Sue. The boat is leaking. There’s a hole and no amount of bailing can save ‘The Joan of’. Not now, not in this.’

      After all they’d been through, she could hardly believe it. ‘We’re going to sink?’

      Gus pushed on the torch. ‘Nah,’ he said, shining the torch up his face in a mock-spooky way. ‘This is simply the part where we disembark. You just have to hold on, you understand?’ His voice turned more serious. ‘Do exactly as I say.’

      Sue summoned her strength and nodded through her tears.

      ‘Now, you’re Kate, like in Titanic, and I’m Leo.’ He kissed her. ‘Whatever you do, don’t let go. Promise me, Kate, you won’t let go.’

      Sue threw herself at him and hugged him tight. Somehow, deep down, she trusted him with her whole soul. If Gus said they’d survive, they would. Everything else had worked. Why not this?

      Gus noted the water was up to his knees. He slipped out of their embrace, opened his penknife and thrust it through the canvas, tearing the canopy in a neat line.

      In no time, the full force of the gale was upon them, blowing hard, and the vessel was filling with water. In the dim light they could see into the night beyond. On one side loomed a cliff and on the other... a boat. Sas’s heart soared. Did the boat even know they were there?

      ‘Look!’ she screamed.

      His face was bursting with a smile and his eyes dancing like stars in the dull night sky. ‘Hold on, my Kate,’ he said. ‘That’s all you’ve got to do.’

      Sue smiled back. She’d hold on for Gus this day and every day henceforth.

      And, before she had the chance to dwell on it, a huge wave engulfed ‘The Joan of”.

      Gus’ big smile was the last thing she remembered as her world was suddenly churned upside down and inside out.
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      Prime Minister Kingsford ached with tiredness and his head hurt with all the with information he’d had to digest over the last couple of days. He studied the clock. Three in the morning. Damn. He was up at six. Three hours sleep was not nearly enough. He needed to be on top of his game tomorrow. He had an audience to update the Queen, followed by a meeting the American Secretary of State, then a briefing from Stone and the medical team in Yorkshire, followed by endless media sessions and then a long list of calls that had to made to pacify and cajole top brass from around the world.

      His head hit the pillow hard as his mind toyed with the huge death toll of storm and plague victims. And he remembered what the kindly Dr Muller had said about being decontaminated following his visit to see the strange boy in Yorkshire. He certainly felt lucky that he had spared. He tried to think of his family holiday as he fell asleep, the images of feet splashing in calm, clear Mediterranean waters.

      A short while later, a dreamspinner hovered invisibly above the snoring Prime Minister, its long, opaque legs anchored beside the man’s face. The dreamspinner extracted tiny powders from its maghole and filtered a dream which the man sucked in with long, slow breaths.

      The dreamspinner wondered how this man, and other humans, would react to their new dream powders. She’d been told that this spider web powder had come from the webs of an arachnid found deep in the caves beneath the mountains in Havilah. And these powders, she’d been told on good authority, gave dreams not too dissimilar to the wonderful spider web powders of the Garden of Eden. Stimulating and enriching, with a twist, Asgard had claimed—an extraordinary twist.

      She had loved knitting and spinning dreams from the Garden of Eden, knowing what joy they’d give. Perhaps these powders would do the same? Even if they didn’t, at least they had a decent dream to offer—and the excitement had been catching on. In milliseconds she was by a child, a little boy, and when she’d knitted and spun his dream she sensed a dog sleeping nearby. She checked her powder stock and calculated that there was easily enough for another thousand dreams. This dream powder stretched a long way.

      She inverted herself back to the man, excited to see if his dream had begun.

      He groaned and turned in his sleep. Then he laughed. Now, he flailed his arms.

      Excellent, thought the dreamspinners. These dreams are rich, exactly as Asgard promised.

      She checked for signs of life in the area. Soon she flashed here and there, knitting and spinning dreams until her new dream powders ran out.

      As usual, many sleepers were not ready to dream on this night. Maybe sleeping patterns were too erratic, or their sleep was too shallow, or, often, a dream had already been given. She would return soon, but right now her stocks needed replenishing from this new powder-source on Havilah.

      And then, as planet Earth rotated on its axis and one side slipped into darkness, she would give new dreams on the other side of the world.
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      Isabella sat in bed, running through her conversation with Old Man Wood the previous night. Her phone bleeped. She read the message and re-read it before rushing downstairs. She found Daisy and Archie curled up on the sofa in front of the fire.

      ‘Look! Another message from Sue! What do you think?’ She handed Archie her phone.

      He read it out loud:

      
        
        Gus total hero. Now lost at sea. Have put out SOS. Supplies OK for few days. Boat holding together, just. Fish vile. U saw Kemp on TV? R saw K acting weird b4 storm with old man. Tablets = v good, I think. Clues in pictures? Hurry. Phone dodgy. Think wr near coast. Love u all S xxx

      

      

      Archie’s heart skipped a beat. Kemp acting weird with old man? That had to be Cain. So maybe they had joined...

      Daisy interrupted his thoughts. ‘Sue thinks the clues are in the pictures.’

      Archie read the text again. ‘Clues in pictures? It’s not a great deal to go on. Do you think she means in the actual image of the picture itself—or within the frame of the picture, like a piece of paper stuck behind it?’

      Daisy shrugged. ‘I guess we’ll have to study every picture in the house. Come on, Archie, no time to lose.’

      Isabella stepped in front of her. ‘If you’re going to do this, you need a process. If there’s no method it’ll be chaos.’

      ‘You’re in?’ Archie quizzed.

      ‘Only because I’ve got nothing better to do,’ she replied. ‘If you really think there’s something in this madness, I might as well organise you.’

      ‘Great, thanks, Isabella.’

      ‘I’ll do upstairs, you two do the rest,’ Isabella ordered. ‘Bring all the pictures into the sitting room and line them around the walls, starting from the door and working round the room. I’ll go the other way. Then at least I can catalogue them and return them to their correct position later.’

      ‘What do you think we’re looking for?’ Archie asked Old Man Wood.

      The old man stroked his chin. ‘It must be old, appley-old,’ he said. ‘And perhaps with writing you won’t understand, so look for a strange script or peculiar scribblings.’

      Isabella groaned. ‘Are you sure it’s not on the wooden panels in your bedroom?’

      ‘I don’t believe so,’ Old Man Wood replied. ‘Those look like stories, not instructions.’

      ‘And are you sure there’s not a mural behind your wooden panels —’

      He shook his head.

      ‘What about a ceiling painting?’ Daisy added, ‘like the Michael-what’s-his-face one?’

      Isabella laughed, although Daisy felt it sounded more like a scoff. ‘Michelangelo? Here in Yorkshire, on the moors?’

      ‘Yeah, even here on the moors, Isabella. Why not?’

      ‘I’ll tell you what, Daisy,’ Isabella sneered, imitating her voice, ‘why don’t you search out with your eyes, dude. Or are they not working?’

      Daisy fixed her sister with a stare. ‘Why don’t you go feel for it, holey-hands?’

      ‘Will you two shut up and start looking?’ Archie said. ‘Come on, Daisy!’

      Before long, an amazing assortment of oil paintings and watercolours lined the walls of the sitting room. Isabella dashed around upstairs and emerged with several older-looking canvases, and, more importantly, they thought, antique-looking oil paintings on wood. They were so old the paint had cracked like a mosaic.

      ‘I found them in the spare room.’ Isabella said, as she studied the paintings. ‘Old Man Wood... over here! Do these images trigger anything?’

      Together they leaned over them, trying to see if there were markings that might be clues, or if the backs had writing on them.

      The majority of the paintings were of ancestors who bore an uncanny resemblance, Daisy thought, to a younger Old Man Wood. The rest were landscapes or seascapes.

      For over an hour, they studied the pictures. Isabella, having catalogued the entire collection in record time, decided that they ought to be divided into groups: pictures with water and trees in one corner, abstract pictures in another, still-life oils—by the sofa, portraits with people—near the window, and those with animals on the adjacent wall. But even when they’d studied them twice, there wasn’t a single distinctive element that they recollected.

      ‘What about the carvings in Old Man Wood’s room?’ Archie said, his voice betraying his frustration. ‘Would you mind if we have a look?  You know, a fresh pair of eyes.’

      ‘Be my guests,’ Old Man Wood said, and as a group they headed up to his room.

      ‘Look!’ Archie said, jumping on the bed. ‘The screens!’

      It was the first time the twins had seen themselves on the curious panels.

      ‘How very, very cool,’ Daisy said, as she pouted and tossed her hair. ‘These are super-awesome. Archie, babes, basically we’ve got our own TV channel,’ Daisy said. ‘Can we record stuff?’

      ‘Oh, grow up!’ Isabella scolded. ‘And stop admiring yourselves. Daisy, you start over there.’

      The twins slipped reluctantly off the bed and started to inspect the carved panelling. Although the gnarled wood with odd-looking animals and curious faces was intriguing, there was nothing distinctly different.

      Isabella slumped to the floor. ‘This is ridiculous. How can we find what we’re looking for, when we don’t even have a single clue?’

      ‘I bet you,’ Daisy said, as she scratched the carpet with her fingernails, ‘whatever we’re looking for will be right under our bums.’

      ‘The expression,’ Isabella sighed, ‘is right under your nose—not your bottom.’

      Archie’s dark eyes sparkled mischievously at Daisy, and he whispered. ‘She’ll know that, cos she’s such a big arse!’

      Daisy giggled and nudged him in the ribs.

      ‘Hilarious,’ Isabella replied, screwing a face at him. ‘Come on kiddie-winks, no good hanging around here.’ She ushered them to the door. ‘More searching required downstairs.’

      But as Archie scoured the room one last time, something caught his eye. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘What if Daisy’s right?’ He pointed at the floor.

      ‘Where? What do you mean?’ Isabella said.

      ‘There. The rugs.’

      ‘Rugs?’

      ‘Yeah... look at them. They’re old, patterned… Persian or something, aren’t they, Old Man Wood?’

      The old man squinted at them, a look of surprise on his face.

      ‘Big deal,’ Isabella scoffed. ‘We’re looking for a picture not old, mangy carpets.’

      Archie reddened a little. ‘But look carefully,’ Archie said, kneeling down where they’d been sitting. ‘There are marks on them. We shouldn’t write them off just because they’re not on a wall.’

      Isabella sighed. ‘Those marks are stains, right, Old Man Wood? Utterly vile. I’ll ask Mrs P to throw them away.’

      Old Man Wood shrugged and turned for the door.

      But now it was Daisy’s turn to stare at the rugs. ‘Surely, it’s worth a look, isn’t it, Isabella?’

      Isabella tutted. ‘Seriously? They probably haven’t been washed for—’

      ‘Ooh, I say,’ Daisy said. ‘There’s something on this one, it’s got a kind of tree in the middle. Wow, maybe you’re right, Archie! What if these are the pictures?’

      ‘Oh! for goodness’ sakes. Fat chance,’ Isabella said. ‘You know as well as I do that those marks are years of ground-in mud and grime.’

      Daisy picked up one of the rugs and Archie copied her. In no time, the five little rugs were folded over the end of the wooden bed.

      The children stood back, only to find themselves admiring five grey-brown mats. But the faintest outline of a pattern where Daisy had been picking at the fibres with her fingernails had begun to show.

      ‘They are disgusting little things,’ Isabella declared.

      ‘I’m not so sure,’ Archie piped up. ‘But I do know that the best way to clean a rug is to give it a massive whack.’ He grabbed one, threw it over his shoulder and slung it down hard on the bed end.

      A plume of dust filled the room. They ran for the door, coughing and spluttering.

      ‘Genius,’ Isabella said scathingly. She smacked Archie on top of his head, only to find a hair spike going straight through the hole in her palm. ‘This is ridiculous,’ she said, ignoring Daisy’s laughter as she struggled to extract her hand.

      ‘Oh, stop it,’ she said, turning on her. ‘Come on, guys. Isn’t this a little bit desperate? I mean we haven’t even analysed all the picture frames yet.’

      Isabella shook out her hand and found her hand-hole shrinking back to its original size. ‘Sometimes, you two really don’t possess a single particle of intelligence. We clearly need to look harder.’

      Old Man Wood gathered the five filthy little rugs. ‘I’ll beat them outside and hang them out on the line,’ he said. ‘These little things could do with a bit of freshening up.’
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      A little while later, Mrs Pye waddled across the courtyard, her feet splashing in the puddles. She hummed to herself, and then stopped and stared at the washing line. Five rugs hung like wet towels, muddy water dripping from each one. Had she forgotten them?

      She racked her brain. Filthy though they were, she was sure she’d replaced them on Old Man Wood’s floor. She tutted to herself, bustled over, removed them at arm’s length and placed them in a washing basket. She couldn’t imagine the old man suddenly wanting to clean them, so had one of the children...?

      But those children weren’t exactly forthcoming in the laundry department.

      Before long, she found herself scrubbing each rug in the old stone sink in the washhouse. She was amazed at the steady flow of filthy, dark water coming out but, realising the time, and without really giving it too much thought now that the generator was on, she gave up and threw all five rugs in the washing machine.

      When the wash came to its juddering conclusion, she hung them out to dry in two neat rows on the Sheila’s Maid above the range in the kitchen.

      Mrs Pye was delighted with their spectacular colour. Each one shone radiantly and felt soft and clean. She smacked her hands together in a moment of washing triumph and, feeling rather pleased with herself, picked up her bag and returned to her flat across the courtyard.
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      ‘This is hopeless,’ Archie said. ‘We’ve been doing this for hours.’ He picked up a modern landscape painting, which had hung in their parents’ bedroom.

      ‘I love this picture,’ he said quietly to Old Man Wood. ‘A house set by a vineyard, the sun going down. A distant fire, the colours of the vines. Somehow,’ he said, ‘it reminds me of Mum—lovely, calm and pretty, just like her.’ His bottom lip quivered. ‘And what I’d do for some sunshine right now.’ He sniffed and shut his eyes. ‘Do you know where they bought it?’

      ‘Hmmm,’ Old Man Wood said, placing a comforting hand on Archie’s shoulder. ‘I’m certain that it came back from a holiday some years ago,’ he said softly. ‘It won’t be long before they’re home.’

      Archie turned it round so he was now looking at the back. There, much to his surprise, he found a picture postcard stuck with tape to the top and bottom corners. The picture showed a deep, crimson-red rose set on a white background. That was all. Archie gently removed the tape and turned it over.

      A typical red rose from the vineyards of Tuscany, was the description, and below it, in his mother’s neat handwriting, was the following:

      
        
        My darling,

        I want you to know that we love you very much, and our hearts and dreams will always be with you.

        Best of luck, whichever flight you choose.

        Your loving—

        Mother and Father

      

      

      What a weird message, he thought. ‘Best of luck in whichever flight you choose’. What was that supposed to mean? And why was it addressed to just ‘My darling’ and not ‘My darlings’?

      It was as though it was addressed to him and him alone.

      Quietly and with his back turned to the girls he closed his eyes, kissed the postcard and slipped it into the back pocket of his jeans.
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      Old Man Wood slumped into his chair. He ought to return to the Bubbling Brook. The trees would know the answers, but what would the children think? Then again, did it really matter?

      The willow trees had told him that he himself had hidden the eggs a long time ago using complex magic. More importantly, Old Man Wood discovered that the eggs were a link to the rain and that the children were the Heirs of Eden, as he suspected.

      But because the trees made the process sound so obvious and straightforward, he hadn’t deepened his questioning and now he regretted it. He wondered if he shouldn’t go back and talk to them again. But doing that meant he would have to think of the right questions and he didn’t know what those questions were.

      In the meantime, he had to try something, so he pulled himself together and, with Archie and Daisy in tow, headed upstairs to his room and began searching the large assortment of carvings hoping that something—anything—might jolt his memory.

      In due course, he announced to the disappointed faces of Archie and Daisy, who had followed his every move, that he didn’t know.

      He lifted himself out of his chair, when he caught the familiar sound of pots rattling from the kitchen. No doubt Mrs Pye was fishing out saucepans, preparing tea. Was it so late already? A bit of nourishment to get his brain in gear was just what he needed to help him think of the right questions for those funny old willows.
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      Mrs Pye sauntered into the kitchen and released the rope on the Sheila’s Maid. She folded each rug in half, and then in half again. She piled one on top of the other and placed them in the washing basket. She noted the unusually fine fabric, the lightweight, silk-like textures with delicate stitching and neat embroidery. Why, oh why, had they sat disregarded on Old Man Wood’s floor?

      She filled a saucepan and placed it on the hot plate. Then she picked up the basket and headed out of the kitchen towards the cupboard. As she walked past the living room, she peeked through a gap in the door and gasped.

      ‘What in Heaven’s name above have you lot been doing?’ she cried.

      The children stood up, a sure admission of guilt, and looked around them. Frames of oil paintings and portraits and sketches and watercolours lay scattered over the room.

      ‘We are trying, dear Mrs Pye,’ Isabella said, in her smartest voice, ‘to find something in a picture. The problem is, we’re not sure what it is, but we do know it is vitally important.’

      Archie and Daisy nodded in agreement.

      Mrs Pye turned from one to the next and back, her already ruddy face reddening.

      Isabella, oblivious to the housekeeper’s glare, added quietly, ‘Sue said so.’

      ‘Sue said so!’ Mrs Pye exploded. ‘Sue said so!’ Her face was now bright red, as if someone had turned up a heat dial. ‘Your friend Sue, who lives in Northallerton, said you should gather all the pictures in this house and deposit them in one room. Because you’re looking for something AND YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT?’ she tutted in disbelief. ‘Now come on, Isabella, you can do better than that.’

      The children instinctively turned towards Old Man Wood.

      ‘The thing is,’ the old man hesitated as he pulled himself up, ‘Isabella’s right. I’ll... er... tell you about it later. This,’ and he gestured around the room, ‘is all my doing, Mrs Pye. Don’t worry, each and every picture will be put back in its proper place, I promise.’

      ‘I should hope so,’ she replied, her eyes boring into each of them. ‘You ought to know better, the lot of you. If you’re missing something, ask me. I’d be surprised if I don’t know its whereabouts. I want this room and all these pictures back where they belong by tomorrow night even if you haven’t found what you’re looking for. I’m responsible for the domestics while your parents are away and, believe you me, they would not be happy.’

      A long, embarrassing silence hung over the room. Eventually, Archie piped up and said sweetly, ‘What we’re trying to find is a picture with some sort of old writing or marks on it, something that might be connected with this rain? Maybe you could help?’

      Mrs Pye’s face instantly melted into a smile. ‘I’ll keep my eyes open,’ she said, and exited out of the room carrying the basket. But something in the back of her mind made her stop. She opened the door. ‘Any of you lot know anything about some filthy ruggy things left out in the rain?’ She looked at the blank faces of the children, ‘...on the washing line?’

      ‘Ah, yes! Those are mine,’ Old Man Wood said. ‘Thought they could do with a clean.’

      ‘By leaving them out there? Tuh. Typical!’ Her small eyes lit up. ‘Well, I’ve had a right proper go at them. You should see the difference. Beautiful things. Come alive they have. I’ll put them in the cupboard.’ She turned smartly and marched off along the corridor, humming to herself.

      And if he doesn’t want them, she thought, I’ll have ‘em for myself.

      She stroked the top one and it seemed to reciprocate her touch, like the warmth of a sleeping cat.
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      ‘What was that all about?’ Archie asked as he prised open the back of an old wooden portrait with a screwdriver.

      Old Man Wood walked over and held the frame. ‘She gave my old rugs a clean,’ he said. ‘Tickled blue about it too. She said they’d all come alive. Don’t you listen to anything she says?’

      ‘Not really,’ Archie said, staring at the next family portrait. ‘How long have you had them?’

      ‘Had what?’

      ‘Those grimy old rugs!’

      ‘Apples-alive! I can’t remember,’ Old Man Wood scratched the back of his neck. ‘It’s a long time, though.’

      Archie moved on to the next portrait. ‘How old are these?’

      Old Man Wood walked over. ‘I’ve no idea—’

      ‘The date on these portraits,’ Daisy shouted from across the room, ‘is on the back or, generally, in the bottom right corner. It’s the same with quite a few of them for some reason. This one is from 1638... and here’s one from 1702.’

      Archie joined in by holding up a very delicate portrait. ‘Oh, I see. Look... 1595!’

      Isabella, who was in the hallway listening in, said, ‘I can beat that. This shield goes back to 1382, I think that’s right? It’s Roman numerals.’

      A sense of excitement and expectation filled the room. The notion of being surrounded by such antiquity built up a sense of awe, as if the people in the portraits had somehow gathered into the room and joined them in their search.

      ‘Isn’t it funny,’ Archie said, as he studied a series of individual portraits, ‘how each of these have the same kind of creamy, rectangular backgrounds with pale little swirls on, while the actual images on the paintings are only slightly different?’

      Daisy stared at the pictures, her concentration intense. ‘My God,’ she whispered. The others leaned in.

      ‘What is it, Daisy?’

      Daisy’s eyes were glowing. ‘The backgrounds are the same, like five... panels.’

      ‘Panels?’ Archie said. ‘I can’t see anything like that, just sort of... blurs.’

      ‘I knew it!’ Isabella said. ‘I told you there were wall panels somewhere in the house.’

      Old Man Wood sighed. ‘Isabella, wall paintings would never last, young’un. They simply wouldn’t survive—’

      ‘What else could they be?’

      Daisy looked up. ‘If they’re not panels and they’re not pictures, then we’re missing something. What else hangs on a wall, has colour and could last the test of time?’

      The children sat down in a circle, their brains working hard.

      Archie began fidgeting as an idea noodled into his brain. Slowly, a smile filled his face. ‘Idiots!’ he said.

      ‘What?’ Isabella said.

      ‘The only other thing that last are tapestries, wall hangings—’

      ‘Like those massive old carpets on church walls?’ Isabella said. ‘Don’t be ridiculous—’

      ‘I’m not.’ Archie stood up. ‘I think I’ve got it,’ he said. And before anyone could blink, he flew off down the corridor and then up the stairs, the floorboards creaking at every footstep.

      ‘Where’s he gone?’ Daisy said.

      ‘I believe,’ Isabella said, ‘Archie thinks the drape above his bed might be the thing we’re looking for.’

      ‘Really?’

      Isabella sighed. ‘Stranger things have happened, I suppose.’
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      Solomon was grateful for the shower and change of clothes. He ate a lamb chop with mashed potatoes, remembering to chew every morsel, otherwise his hungry stomach would hurt him later.

      ‘I’m going to be honest with you, Charlie,’ Solomon said to his cousin, ‘the school has nothing to do with this.’

      ‘That’s all very well, but the evidence suggests that the storm’s epicentre was directly overhead. And it’s from here that this blasted pathogen started.’ Stone pulled out a graphic. ‘Have a look at these satellite images. The reason the meteorological geeks didn’t pick it up was that it appeared like a localised weather event. In a matter of hours, it built and built while combining with the humid weather in the area to generate its own peculiar entity, and then “boosh". Look, here.’

      On the screen, Solomon viewed the graphic. The storm was coloured in red, its centre a much darker hue, which ballooned out until a massive area was swathed in black. There was no mistaking that it stemmed from Upsall.

      ‘Nobody’s ever seen anything like it.’

      ‘But why Upsall, Charlie?’ Solomon began. ‘We’re a small community with an old school built on the foundations of a monastery just like the abbeys at Fountains, Rievaulx and Byland nearby. Have you checked them out?’

      The Commissioner nodded. ‘They’re underwater—like Upsall—but the difference is, those others are ruins, Upsall isn’t.’ Stone picked his nails. ‘Something makes me think this disaster begins here and ends here. I don’t know what it is, but I’m going to find out.’

      Solomon wiped his lips with a paper towel. ‘I’ll help you all you want, my old friend. You know I will. But, as I said earlier, if you think it’s got anything to do with the school, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree.’

      ‘You mentioned the girl coming to you,’ Stone said, his eyes boring into the older man. ‘Tell me more about this de Lowe family?’

      Solomon shifted. ‘Well, the mother and father are archaeologists, currently out in the Middle East on a dig. The children are popular and gifted. There’s not much more to it than that.’

      Charlie rubbed his chin. ‘Why did that girl come to you knowing the storm was about to happen?’

      ‘I have no idea.’

      ‘I do,’ Stone replied. ‘She knew something. Something about all of this, and she wanted to let you in on it.’ Stone rubbed his hands. ‘What else did she tell you?’

      Solomon smiled thinly. ‘We’ve been over this before,’ he said, leaning back in his chair. ‘She simply bustled in saying that her homemade barometer was indicating extreme pressure. She’s a scientist, and a good one. We encourage pupils to act on their instincts and she did just that.’

      ‘But don’t you think it’s uncanny?’

      ‘No, I do not,’ Solomon bristled. ‘We want our students to be decent, responsible citizens, and reacting to her findings is a part of that. It isn’t complicated, you know.’

      Stone sensed unease in the headmaster. ‘When their parents are away on their archaeological trips, who looks after them?’

      Solomon tensed. He’d hoped Stone wouldn’t bring this up. ‘There’s an elderly uncle and a housekeeper. I saw them myself only the night before. In their circumstances, they do a splendid job.’

      Stone opened up the folder in front of him, pushed on his reading glasses, and scanned the document. ‘There’s no mention of an uncle.’ He thumbed through another couple of pages. ‘Ah-a, but it does mention a woman, named here as Mrs Pye, who was taken in by the family thirteen years ago. It says here she was found with terrible injuries in the forest beneath the moors.’ He looked up and said slowly, ‘And has possible brain damage.’

      ‘That’s ludicrous,’ Solomon snapped. ‘I don’t see what this has to do with your enquiries.’

      Stone’s lip curled. ‘I’m just doing my job, trying to find out what the hell is going on.’ He smiled. ‘Who is this old uncle? Why no record?’ Stone pulled out some historical documents. ‘After all, they’re an old, distinguished family in the area, right?’

      Solomon stared out of the window. ‘Yes, I suppose they are.’

      ‘Says here there’s a whole stained-glass window in the church dedicated to the de Lowe family. Seems they go back a long, long way. So, I repeat my question. Who is their uncle?’

      ‘I don’t know how this is relevant,’ Solomon replied, feeling the heat. ‘He’s a loner, a hermit who lives with them. There’s probably no record of him because he’s never been on record for anything.’

      ‘He was born, though,’ Stone fired back. ‘There’s been a legal duty to record all births for more than two hundred years. Why is he not mentioned?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Solomon, ‘you should ask the parents. I am the children’s headmaster, I do not study the historical records of every child’s family in my care.’

      ‘But it says here that the school has given a bursary to the de Lowes for centuries,’ Stone countered. ‘And in fairness, the school was started by the family, was it not?’

      Solomon couldn’t deny it. He shrugged and scratched his head.

      Stone hadn’t finished. ‘Strange, isn’t it,’ he said, ‘the name de Lowe. Where did that come from? I mean, it’s not exactly common.’

      Solomon pursed his lips. ‘I’d say it’s almost certainly of French origin. Probably a knight from the Norman conquest, given land here by William of Normandy.’

      ‘French, huh,’ Stone said, leaning back in his chair. ‘I thought it might be Flemish, or Breton.’

      Solomon suddenly sat bolt upright. A thought struck him like an arrow through the eye.

      Stone noticed. ‘Is there something you want to tell me?’

      Solomon regained his composure. ‘Oh, dear. No. I was just reminded of the last time I saw those poor children. They were walking home. They wouldn’t have stood a chance.’

      ‘How come?’

      ‘They were on the playing field when the storm broke. Little Archie had been struck down by a lightning bolt. That was the moment when I realised I had to get as many people to safety as possible. I gathered up a whole bunch of children—anyone really—and we ran to the relative safety of the tower.’

      Actually, now that he remembered, it was Sue and Isabella yelling on the football field that had given him the creeps. They were screaming about the storm as if there was something they knew.

      Stone eyed him curiously. ‘To be clear, you’re saying a lightning bolt struck Archie de Lowe, and he survived? I’m intrigued.’

      ‘I can only suppose he didn’t receive a direct hit.’

      Solomon’s thoughts were elsewhere. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? Their name! Stone clearly didn’t know his French; de Lowe, or perhaps, de l’eau—French for water—the essential ingredient of life. Was this a coincidence—part of some ancient code?

      And how could he forget! The stained-glass window in the chapel! It had been staring him in the face for twenty-five years. A beautiful, but grubby artwork with three panels showing three figures bearing gifts. And filling the background; water, or, de l’eau! de Lowe!

      His heartbeat quickened. He had to get back to Upsall as fast as he could.

      ‘Charlie,’ Solomon said. ‘I’m exhausted and it has been a shattering few days. Would you mind if I slipped off to bed? You know where I am, if you wish to question me further.’

      Stone clasped some papers together. ‘Very well. It’s late and there’s a hell of a day coming.’ He stood up smartly. ‘If there’s anything you need, shout.’

      Solomon knew this was his chance. ‘I’d be happy to do some research into some of the school books if you like. Being high up in the tower, the library was unscathed, and there are several large old tomes which may shed some light on the history of the area. Perhaps there are plague records from the Black Death.’

      Stone eyed him suspiciously before his face lightened. ‘Yes. Great. Thank you. That’s exactly what I need; an academic with local knowledge. I’ll get you back there first thing in the morning.’ He pressed his phone. ‘See to it that Headmaster Solomon is returned to Upsall at first light. Give him a linked phone and full access to the site.’

      The order was confirmed.

      A rap at the door made both men turn. The young officer Solomon had noticed before came in. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘there’s been a development with the boy in intensive care. He’s awake.’

      Solomon raised an eyebrow. ‘A boy?’

      ‘Yes,’ the officer said. ‘Most unusual. He was discovered in the top of a huge tree, of all things. He’s making a remarkable recovery. We might be able to talk to him in the morning, after all.’

      Stone checked his watch. Nearly midnight. ‘Reports are due in for the next few hours and I’ve got to brief the PM at seven tomorrow morning. I’ll get an hour or two of sleep if I’m lucky.’ He yawned and addressed the officer.

      ‘Let’s talk to the boy at nine. Make sure he has everything he needs. It’ll give him more time to recover before the scientists get their hands on him.’

      The officer nodded and left the room.

      ‘You haven’t heard about the boy they found in the middle of the flooding?’ Stone said. ‘Been headline news around the world. Bloody miracle-boy! Burnt all over. We’ve been waiting for him to come around so we can talk to him.’

      ‘Yes, I did hear a rumour,’ Solomon said. ‘Was he one of mine?’

      ‘I doubt it,’ the commissioner replied. ‘Found too far downstream. The strange thing is, there’s no sign of the virus on him which, given his position, is quite frankly astonishing. In fact, his whole survival, in line with the injuries he sustained, doesn’t really add up.’

      Solomon breathed a sigh of relief and stood up. ‘Well, good luck, Charlie. I don’t envy you, but I’ll do my best and let you know if I uncover anything of note.’ He headed for the door.

      ‘Excellent, thank you.’

      Stone stretched his arms behind his head out as the door closed.

      He re-ran Solomon’s reaction through his mind, especially the bit when he’d mentioned the de Lowe family.

      Something didn’t stack up.

      He pressed the intercom. ‘Dickinson.’

      Shortly, the officer strode in.

      ‘The headmaster leaves at dawn for Upsall. Do something for me, will you? Fit him with video surveillance. From the moment he lands, I want a handpicked member of your team to monitor exactly what he’s studying. You know the score.’

      Dickinson nodded. ‘And mike enabled?’

      ‘If done without a trace.’

      Dickinson straightened. This kind of work was his speciality. ‘Does the schoolmaster wear glasses?’

      ‘Is there a headmaster who doesn’t?’

      Dickinson feigned a smile. ‘Then I’ll add a microgram lens to one of them. Consider it done.’

      ‘Good. And keep this to yourself, Dickinson. Report back to me at lunchtime. We’ll run over his initial findings then.’
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      Over breakfast, reports bombarded Stone’s office. His early link-up with the Prime Minister had been a dreadful ordeal not least because the PM was in a foul mood, complaining about his, his son’s and his dog’s, ill-health. By nine o’clock, an early morning fatigue swept over him. He needed at least five hours sleep, not two.

      And the news coming in was awful, astonishingly awful. The plague, even at this early hour, appeared to have spread randomly across the country. Thank God the media had been tempered, or the pandemonium and unrest would be unthinkable. But, conversely, unless they found answers soon, panic across the world was a real possibility.

      His entourage swept into the confines of the hospital unit. Surgical masks and gloves were donned following a spray-down with a fine decontamination mist. It reminded him of the outbreak of foot and mouth disease on cattle. He pulled in a secretary. ‘Is there a report on livestock? No? Then I want one in an hour.’ The secretary scurried away, phone at the ear.

      Kemp lay in the same bed, in the same room behind the glass. This time he was sitting up, with all manner of medical equipment plugged into him: drips connected with his arms and, for his burns, dressings covered his head and upper torso.

      Commissioner Stone turned to Doctor Muller. ‘What progress? Is he ready to talk?’

      The doctor contemplated his answer. ‘He’s doing fine in a medical sense, but we’ve got nothing out of him so far. Not a pip. He just stares into space. Whatever he’s been through has scarred him terribly.’

      Stone clenched his fist. Interrogating people was a skill he prided himself on. From a young age he had had the knack of prising information out of people, whether by charm, force, or by verbal intimidation. But a sick boy? He contemplated his approach.

      ‘Can he speak?’ Stone asked.

      ‘Oh yes. He’s been repeating the words "Go away" in his sleep, and various other short, garbled sentences. To be honest, nothing he says makes any real sense.’

      Minutes later, Stone, looking like a plastic yeti, entered the room. He walked round the bed, nurse and doctor flanking him, and noticed that the boy’s eyes were wide open and, exactly as the doctor said, staring at a point on the wall.

      Stone didn’t feel sorry for many people. In truth, he despised those who portrayed any form of weakness and that’s why, as a rule, he disliked children. But, as he took a seat next to this boy, a sense of sadness filled him. Here was a boy who no one knew—who no one had claimed—but who had clung onto life so bravely.

      ‘Hello, my name is Commissioner Stone,’ he began. ‘We’re thrilled you’ve woken up at last.’

      The boy didn’t move a muscle.

      ‘You’ve been on quite a journey by the looks of things,’ he went on, noticing a strange shift in the boy’s eyes—a small sign of worry, perhaps. ‘But we’re here to make you better, get you back on your feet, with the best medical staff looking after you. And you’re safe here, we’ll make quite sure of that.’ Stone glanced up at the doctor and nurse for encouragement. They nodded.

      ‘We would very much like you to tell us what happened. As much as you can remember, OK?’

      Still the boy stared into space.

      ‘I’m going to tell you some pretty scary stuff about what’s been going on, so it’ll really help if you can answer some of my questions. Then we’ll try and find family and friends to come and get you. How does that sound?’

      The boy remained impassive, but licked his lips.

      Stone noticed. ‘Can you tell me your name?’ he asked.

      Stone waited.

      The boy closed his eyes.

      ‘Can you tell me where you live?’

      The boy opened his eyes, and briefly they met the commissioner’s.

      That’s a start.

      ‘What do you remember about the storm?’ he said. ‘Can you tell me anything about it?’

      The boy stared into the distance again, his eyes unwavering.

      Stone sighed. This boy wasn’t going to give anything away. He was wasting his time. Perhaps he needed a different approach.

      ‘Look, buddy,’ he began, quietening his voice. ‘There’s a disaster happening outside these walls which might affect the whole world. Somehow, and Lord only knows how, you survived with inexplicable burns all over your body. We’re here to help you, but we need to find out what you know.’

      The boy shut his eyes again and swallowed as if to speak.

      The doctor, nurse and commissioner waited with bated breath for some words. The doctor made as if to speak but Stone shot him a glare. Aside from the bleeping of the monitors, silence filled the room.

      ‘All right, I get it,’ Stone said. ‘Look, I understand what you’ve been through. But we know you can speak. You see, you’ve been sleep-talking.’

      The boy’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘And the longer you refuse to cooperate,’ Commissioner Stone added, ‘the more I think you’re hiding something. Because experience tells me that people who don’t talk have nasty little secrets. What do you think, fella?’

      The boy swallowed again but continued to stare at the wall. Again, they waited.

      ‘You’re scared. I can tell,’ Stone said, just above a whisper. ‘But I don’t have time for this, lad. Are you going to play ball or not?’

      Silence.

      ‘If you don’t, I’m going to fill your veins with a truth serum and you’ll be singing like a bird before you know it.’

      ‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Doctor Muller spat.

      It was precisely the response Stone had hoped for.

      ‘Yes, I damn well will!’ he yelled. ‘I have the authority to do anything to get to the bottom of this mess, so back off.’

      The doctor and nurse both wore shocked expressions.

      The boy moved his eyes from the doctor to the Commissioner and back again.

      An indication of fear; Good, Stone thought. He leaned in. ‘And the other thing you need to know, is that we’ve found your friends,’ he lied.

      The patient’s eyes widened but still he uttered not a word.

      Stone was just getting going. ‘So, let’s start again,’ he began, his tone full of persuasive menace. ‘Your name, your school and how you ended up at the top of a tree when everyone else was swept away. You’ve got till the count of five to answer me or I’m throwing you out of this hospital.’

      The nurse gasped.

      Stone turned on her. ‘You, out!’ he commanded. ‘Get out! Both of you.’

      ‘Never!’ the doctor replied. ‘You have no right. We have a duty of care to the boy.’

      ‘Oh, really,’ Stone said sarcastically. ‘How frightfully honourable. For your information, I have a duty of care to the rest of the bleeding world.’ His eyes were cold. ‘Security! Get them out, now!’

      Within seconds, the doctor and nurse were man-handled from the room.

      Now, it was just him and the boy.

      For the first time, the boy’s face betrayed fear.

      Stone leaned over the boy. ‘Five… Four.’

      ‘Three,’

      ‘Two.’

      ‘One.’

      ‘Kemp,’ the boy croaked.

      The Commissioner thought he’d misheard. ‘What was that?’

      The monitor by the boy’s bed started bleeping. ‘My name is Kemp.’

      Stone smiled. ‘What else?’

      The boy’s face was contorting. Was he in pain? If so, he deserved it. ‘What else?’ he demanded.

      ‘If,’ Kemp began, as he tried to work up enough saliva to speak.

      ‘If what, Kemp?’

      ‘If you want to know,’ the boy whispered, ‘find Archie de Lowe... if he isn’t dead.’ Kemp’s head fell back limply on the pillow.

      Stone turned and stormed out of the door, ripping at his overalls as he went.

      ‘Damn that Solomon!’ he cursed. ‘He knew. He bloody well knew. It’s been Archie de Lowe all the bleeding time!’
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      Archie appeared with the basket of rugs.

      ‘Where did she say these had come from?’ Isabella asked. ‘They’re beautiful.’

      As Mrs Pye had also noticed, the rugs seemed to purr with pleasure. Isabella’s heart was beating with excitement. ‘Let’s hang them up. Perhaps there’s a map on them.’

      Archie found a box of tacks and climbed up the stepladder with the first one. He pushed the tack into the corner of the rug and, as he started to push it in, a sudden heaviness forced him to drop it. Archie frowned. He tried it again, with exactly the same result. On his third attempt, as he pushed the tack into the corner, he felt it almost wriggle free from his grip.

      Archie shook his head. ‘We’re going to have to come up with another plan,’ he said. ‘I can’t get these in.’

      Daisy moved beside him. ‘Come on, Archie. You’re normally pretty good at this kind of thing.’

      ‘I’ve a much better idea,’ Isabella said. ‘Lay them out in the hallway. Then we can examine them from the stairs. Old Man Wood, is there any chance of a bit of light? Can you make the generator run a little longer?’

      Old Man Wood strode off to find a lamp in his store and check the fuel in the generator. Isabella, Archie, and Daisy laid out the five carpets neatly below the stairwell.

      Isabella climbed a quarter of the way up the staircase, directing Archie at the bottom. ‘Move that one along a bit. That’s it. And make sure that one isn’t overlapping. Good. Where’s Old Man Wood? It’s way too dim under the stairs? I can’t see them clearly … or maybe they’re blurred.’

      Old Man Wood returned with two lamps, which he lit, illuminating the area. Archie and Daisy moved the lights into the optimal place, and then the twins joined Isabella.

      All of them peered over the banisters. From here, the colours reflecting back were bright and sharp.

      A renewed sense of excitement filled the hall.

      Daisy ran up a couple more steps, peered over, and then climbed up three more steps. She then climbed a further four, until she was almost at the top. Then down one, her head jigging backwards and forwards.

      Likewise, Archie moved up two steps, then down four and up five. Old Man Wood, who was much taller, stayed on the third step, but then decided to copy the children.

      Isabella moved a couple of steps down and stayed there staring at the five rugs, her lips moving but no sound coming out. It was a most peculiar sight; the four of them shuffling up and down the staircase and, apart from a bit of polite barging and the occasional muffled gasps, there wasn’t a sound from any of them.

      Finally, Daisy broke the silence with tremendous excitement in her voice. ‘There’s writing all over them,’ she announced, ‘which changes at varying distances.’ She climbed to the top of the stairs. ‘Archie, grab a pen and write this down.’

      Archie found a sheet of A4 and a pen.

      ‘Right,’ Daisy began. ‘This is a bit complicated. It appears to work on different levels so I’m going to scoot up and down, OK?’

      She skipped down a couple of risers and then up to the top as if double-checking. ‘We’ll start with this one; the second rug along.’

      Archie moved next to it.

      ‘From up here,’ she began, ‘this is what it says:-

      ‘The first you hid in the heart of the house.’

      ‘And now, if I move down here, the same writing changes to:

      That warms you night and day.’

      Daisy daintily skipped down another four stairs.

      ‘Get it out by poking me—’

      ‘And singing your favourite song along the way!’

      ‘How did you read that?’ Archie quizzed, staring at Daisy’s blazing eyes. ‘I can see that each rug seems to change like a kaleidoscope as we move nearer and farther away. But in pictures, not words.’

      ‘Same,’ Isabella said. ‘I see tablets and scrolls and fire but...’

      Daisy smiled. ‘You know, magic eyes, remember! Did you write it down, Archie?’

      He nodded.

      Daisy ran up the steps again.

      ‘Right Archie, let’s try that one. Yup, there.’ She pointed at the rug adjacent to the first and he moved beside it. ‘Are you ready for number-two?’

      ‘For the second one you find,’ she read, before skipping down a couple of steps.

      ‘Burp it from the family belly.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Archie quizzed.

      ‘Yeah! That’s exactly what it says. Just write it down.’

      ‘To do just this,’ Old Man Wood continued from the bottom step.

      ‘You have to eat—’

      ‘…Blab… ister… berry jelly!’ Daisy said.

      ‘Blabisterberry Jelly?’ Archie repeated, pulling a face as he wrote it down. ‘What’s that? Something like strawberry jelly? Read it again.’

      Daisy did, and she even spelt it out.

      ‘Blimey,’ Archie said, scratching a hair spike. ‘How are you supposed to burp jelly without it coming back through your nose?’

      ‘Maybe the people who set this up had an awesome sense of humour,’ Daisy said. ‘Bells, we’re going to have to do a nose trick—’

      ‘I’m pretty sure ancient riddles didn’t have nose tricks in mind when this was created,’ Isabella said.

      Daisy shrugged. ‘Then again, maybe they did.’ She ran upstairs again and nodded down to Old Man Wood.

      ‘Are you ready for the next one?’ she called out. ‘It’s that one over there.’

      Archie signalled with a thumbs-up.

      ‘Right, here we go:

      The third you search,’ she began,

      ‘Is underneath your nose. It is clear, pure and cold.’

      She waved at Old Man Wood.

      ‘In order to draw it out,’ his deep, rich voice boomed,

      ‘You need to send a rose.’

      ‘Send a rose?’ Archie repeated as he scribbled on the pad. ‘What the—’

      ‘Gibberish,’ Isabella said, running her hands through her hair, ‘written by someone with absolutely no aptitude for poetry. It has to be... must be, a red-herring.’

      Daisy scampered up the stairs once again. ‘OK, next one coming up. Ready?’

      She leant over the banister and stared hard, her red eyes glowing.

      ‘Put them all together, then get out of the way...’ she ran down a couple of stairs,

      ‘What you will find will prove a guide—’

      Old Man Wood joined in,

      ‘For all the other worlds.’

      ‘Got it Archie?’ Daisy asked.

      ‘Yeah, yeah. All down. Pretty weird, though.’

      ‘Final one coming up. Ready?’ Daisy said. ‘Hang on a mo, this one’s a bit faded.’

      ‘I can’t believe you can see anything,’ Isabella said. ‘You’re making it up.’

      Daisy shot her a look, which, with her red eyes, wasn’t something you could ignore.

      ‘You have but seven days and seven nights, as Earth moves in its cycle, from first lightning strike and thunderclap,’ she began, ‘the world awaits your arrival.’

      Old Man Wood sat down heavily on the step next to Archie and very quietly read the poem from Archie’s sheet of paper:

      
        
        ‘The first you hid in the heart of the house

        ‘That warms you night and day

        ‘Get it out by poking me,

        ‘And singing your favourite song along the way!

      

      

      
        
        ‘For the second one you have to find

        ‘You burp it from the family belly.

        ‘To do this, you have to eat

        ‘Corbucca Jalea!

      

      

      
        
        ‘The third you search for is underneath your nose.

        ‘It’s clear, pure and cold.

        ‘In order to draw it out

        ‘You’ll need to send a rose.

      

      

      
        
        ‘Put them all together,

        ‘Then get out of the way

        ‘What you find will prove a guide

        ‘For all the other worlds.

      

      

      
        
        ‘You have but seven days and seven nights

        ‘As Earth moves in its cycle

        ‘From first lightning strike, and thunderclap

        ‘The world awaits your arrival.’

      

      

      ‘Apples alive!’ the old man exclaimed after the first verse. ‘Blast!’ after the second and, when Archie had finished, ‘extra apple double blast!’ His face was ashen and twisted. He put his head in his hands and started to sob.

      The children looked at each other, their eyes wide.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Isabella asked, taking hold of a hand. ‘Is it bad...?’

      ‘Bad? Oh yes, my dear,’ the old man replied, his lips trembling. ‘It is extremely bad.’

      He looked at them earnestly, tears forming in his eyes. ‘It appears that so great is the stretch of time that has passed since I wrote it,’ he pointed at the rugs. ‘The greatest length of time you can ever imagine, that I have already failed in the task that was given to me.’

      There was an uncomfortable silence. The children looked at one other, and then at Old Man Wood, as if he had completely lost his marbles.

      Isabella patted his arm. ‘I know the poems are pretty awful, but they aren’t that bad,’ she said gently, playing along with him. ‘Dear Old Man Wood, the rhymes are actually quite sweet.’

      Old Man Wood shook uncontrollably. ‘I suppose I just never thought that this... would ever happen. I’m so sorry. I’m afraid I may be to blame for the greatest catastrophe to befall the worlds.’

      Old Man Wood tried to pull himself together by blowing his nose extremely loudly.

      ‘Why don’t you start,’ Isabella began softly, ‘by telling us everything that you know? Perhaps it will make things easier.’ She exchanged nervous glances with the others.

      ‘Hmmm... yes,’ the old man sniffed. ‘That’s a good idea.’

      He lifted his head and stared deeply into the children’s eyes. ‘As you may have worked out by now, I am not who... who... er... who you think I am.’

      ‘Then, who are you?’ Daisy squeaked.

      ‘Oh! Goodness me,’ Old Man Wood replied. ‘It’s almost impossible for you to understand, my littluns. And it’s going to sound a bit barmy. Well, utterly, appley-barmy. You must promise you won’t be afraid.’

      The children nodded nervously.

      ‘Very well,’ he said, picking himself up off the stairs. ‘I’ll tell you what I can remember, and fast, for if I’m not mistaken, the sands of time have been moving against us for far too long.’ He glanced at the rugs. ‘This goes back an awfully long time. Oh, deary me, how do I even begin?’

      ‘Try,’ Isabella said.

      Old Man Wood cleared his throat. ‘There’s a whole history, lost and forgotten... until now. It was my role, I think, to help when the time came.’ He began sobbing again.

      The children guided him to his armchair, where he sat slumped in a sad heap with tears rolling down his cheeks.

      ‘And this history relates to the floods and the plague?’ Daisy asked.

      This was met with more groaning. ‘Apples, yes!’

      ‘And we’re the link, aren’t we?’ she said.

      Old Man Wood turned his wrinkled face and bloodshot eyes to them. ‘Oh yes. Yes indeed, my littluns. You three, my favourites, are the key to the whole thing.’
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      Solomon pulled another heavy, leather-bound book from the library shelves. Translated from Latin, the book was called "Stained Glass in the Churches of Northern England".

      He carried it to the desk where it thudded down. He pushed his glasses up his nose and flicked through plates of stunning, intricate drawings, page after page. Finally, he came to the end where he found one last entry:

      Upsall Abbey, Date: Medieval. Designer: unknown. Fabricator: Local.

      He read the description, translating the Latin out loud as best as he could:

      
        
        ‘...an unusual triptych, in the medieval style with adaptations of ancient symbolism, possibly pagan. It is recognised for the strong use of natural elements in its design and of curious, detailed, seated figures. One figure is similar to that of Christ, with hands showing holes from the cross, another holds a mace above his head and the third bears eyes like fire. Embracing all three is a large, disjointed emblem of the Tree of Life. Below each figure, smaller scenes tell of an apocalypse, namely flooding, disease and famine.

        ‘Positioned in the laps of these figures are three stone tablets, each one bearing the motif of the Tree of Life. Above, angels feed the figures from the clouds.’

      

      

      Solomon’s heart nearly stopped.

      He stared at the dark images of flooding and disease. Wasn’t that uncanny? Why, and what exactly were they being fed?

      His first impression was that these were pretty rotten images drawn from memory by someone not in the least bit interested. He decided, now that he was on his own, to see it for himself, even if this meant he’d have to get wet.

      Solomon located a swimming mask in the lost property bin and made his way down the stairs until he reached the foul-smelling water that licked the walls and stairs of the tower and chapel.

      He removed his clothes, bar his and vest underpants, adjusted the mask on his head to its maximum setting, took a deep breath, and plunged into the water.

      He swam easily on the surface, the noise reverberating off the vaulted ceiling only a few metres above him. Then, he kicked off to the side and hoisted himself up onto a stone ledge.

      From here, he realised that he had to climb up over the stone screen that separated the aisle from the nave. He spied a circular opening above which he figured he could climb up to. But halfway through, Solomon realised this gallant approach was a tactic for a younger man. He tried to pull himself back but found himself wedged in. There was no alternative but to go headfirst.

      He puffed out his cheeks, wiggled his bottom, wobbled his belly, and slipped forward.

      A moment later, with a cry, Solomon plunged through the air, belly-flopping into the water below.
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      ‘Sir, I think you’d better take a look at this.’

      Stone looked up to see Dickinson walking towards him.

      ‘What is it now?’ he snapped.

      ‘Your headmaster friend, sir... I’ll put the video feed through.’

      Stone ushered him in. ‘It’d better be worth it, Dickinson.’

      ‘You won’t be disappointed.’ A smile crossed the officer’s face.

      Stone stared at the screen, trying to work out where he was.

      Dickinson filled him in. ‘He’s swimming, sir, in the chapel. He’s climbed the wall aisle and now it looks as if he’s a bit stuck.’

      ‘Stuck. Jammed in? What on earth is he doing?’

      ‘He spent some time flicking through a load of old books on stained glass windows and I’m not sure he’s found what he wanted, so he’s taken the plunge. Literally. Knows his Latin, though.’

      ‘Of course, he does! He’s a ruddy teacher—’

      Suddenly, the image moved fast towards the water. For a minute all they could make out were dark stains and bubbles of watery activity.

      Dickinson could hardly suppress his laughter.

      ‘Is the feed–?’

      ‘Waterproof? Yes, it’s watertight, sir. Not sure about the mike.’

      They watched as Solomon swam to the side and climbed a jutting beam. He looked around. In front of him was the top of the tall stained-glass windows with its colourful spray of light.

      From the office, the two men followed his eyes. ‘There!’ Dickinson said. ‘It’s definitely the windows he’s after.’

      And as Solomon stared at the top of the ancient glass pictures, trying to deduce their meaning, so too did Stone.

      Then, Solomon took a deep breath and they watched as he plunged into the cold water.
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      Solomon stared through his mask in disbelief. The deluge had cleaned the panes!

      These weren’t the grimy windows he’d seen in the book, nor the ones he’d seen every day for years, but vibrant, shining, coloured glass, bursting with life.

      He surfaced, pulled himself onto the beam, removed his glasses, folded them, and tucked them under the elastic of his pants.

      While submerged, the window told a story like a comic-book. Three people, a flood, a plague, and even the old de Lowe castle, now a ruin. All common factors. Perhaps these three figures were ancestors of the three de Lowe children? But who, he thought, were the curious angelic creatures sitting above them, giving them a substance that resembled dust?

      It reminded him of Isabella’s dream about the storm. A premonition perhaps?

      Solomon reached for his specs, fixed his mask over his face, and dropped in again. This time, as the outdoor light brightened, it illuminated the window further and another layer of detail shone through.

      Solomon-stayed down as long as his lungs would allow before surfacing. On the beam, he popped the glasses back in his pants. Gifts, he thought, and challenges that must be accomplished or else, it appears, the world fails.

      ‘Curious,’ he said out loud between shivers. ‘And a snake-like beast with a dragon’s head lies in wait.’ He wiped his forehead. Could this be the de Lowe myth that one of their ancestors had slain a dragon... or was it something else?

      He remembered the circles. Six circles all intersecting with one circle around. Seven in all. He’d seen it before. ‘Seven days?’ he said, ‘Of creation?’ the words echoed back at him.

      Or did it stand for seven days of de-creation.

      He stiffened. Was this a coincidence? After all, the nucleus of the storm and plague had begun right here.

      Then he realised the symbol was the seven seeds of life.

      In his bones Solomon knew this terrible event had something to do with the de Lowe children, and this window was most likely part of an ancient mystery that concerned their family.
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      Temporarily, Stone’s picture went blank and then, just as Stone thought about giving up, the image returned.

      The microphone picked up every word.

      Stone listened and looked. Then he leant back in his chair with his arms folded behind his head.

      ‘You know what, Dickinson,’ he said, as he stared out of the window. ‘This is the only thing we’ve got. The only damn thing we’ve managed to trawl up is a mad old headmaster swimming in sewage and staring at an old stained-glass window while banging on about the seven days of creation.’

      Stone stood up and grabbed his jacket. ‘You know what, Dickinson? I need to see that boy again. The boy who calls himself Kemp. I need to find out what he really knows about young Archie de Lowe.’
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      Kemp stared at the ceiling, bored. Now that his drips had been taken away he could move about, but to where? And why, oh why, had he told that weaselly man about Archie? What would happen to his friend if they found him? Would he be paraded in front of the TV cameras, subjected to interviews, get put on drips and given endless blood tests?

      Kemp rolled off the bed. ‘I need the toilet,’ he yelled through the glass. ‘And not in the piss-pot.’

      The nurse came through. ‘You’re feeling perkier, young man,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah. I certainly am,’ he replied with a smile. ‘Any chance I can stretch my legs?’

      The pretty nurse smiled back, and shuffled out. She rang a number, talked for less than a minute, and returned. ‘There’s a toilet just around the corner. Why don’t you pop along there? I’m sure no one will mind.’

      As he walked slowly along the corridor, Kemp noted guards at every door. Were they all for him? Was he seen as a threat?

      He found the toilet and opened the door. It was a large cubicle with a loo, basin, mirror, and a bath with a shower. He locked the door and stared at his reflection.

      ‘Boy,’ came a soft voice.

      Kemp froze, his eyes widening.

      ‘Take off your gown, so you can see me.’

      Kemp removed his dressing gown and let it fall to the floor. But before it hit the ground, it was scooped up.

      ‘It is you!’ Kemp snarled. ‘What are you doing here, Cain?’

      The ghost put the gown on. ‘I wanted to apologise,’ Cain said, his voice just above a whisper.

      ‘Too bloody right. Now get out of here—’

      ‘In my excitement, I cared for you poorly, despicably. But I realised my mistake just in time. I managed to save you.’

      ‘Save me? Yeah, right,’ he spat. ‘So why are you back?’

      ‘Because I need you,’ Cain implored, his voice silky.

      Kemp guffawed. ‘Why do you think I would ever go back to you after the way you treated me?’

      ‘I made a terrible, terrible error, boy.’

      Kemp sat down on the loo seat. ‘That’s not nearly enough.’

      ‘Because, together, we can be powerful.’

      ‘Still no! No way!’

      ‘Because I will give you food and water. I will let you sleep. Because I know we can do this together.’

      ‘No!’ Kemp hissed. ‘Piss off!’

      Cain sighed. ‘Then you will remain here as a medical phenomenon, getting poked and prodded and having things pushed into you. And you too will get the disease. Everyone will. And you will suffer a horrible, painful death—’

      ‘It’d be better than living in you, in your hell.’

      Their conversation was interrupted. ‘Is everything all right in there?’ a voice called out from the corridor.

      ‘Yeah, got a bit of constipation,’ Kemp replied, thinking quickly. ‘I’m going to have a quick shower in a mo. I won’t be long.’

      ‘Jolly good. Shout out if you need a hand, and if you’re really struggling, just pull the red emergency cord.’

      Cain tried again. He had one last card. ‘Join me, boy. This time it will be different. I swear it. I have made arrangements—’

      ‘Yeah, right. You said that before.’

      ‘This time, I swear it... on your mother’s life.’

      Kemp flinched. ‘My mother’s life?’

      ‘Yes,’ Cain said slowly. ‘Your mother lives. I have found her.’

      ‘It can’t be true,’ Kemp squealed. ‘She died when I was young. What are you saying?’

      ‘It’s a long story, boy,’ Cain said, sensing his moment. ‘But every single word is true. I spoke with your father’s spirit. He told me everything.’

      ‘Then why did she not come for me?’

      ‘Because, young man, after their accident, she lost her mind. Now, she is better, but she does not know of you. I swear, on all the spirits of the universe that this is the truth.’

      Kemp stared dumbfounded.

      ‘Come with me and together we will see to it that she lives with you for the rest of your life. Is this not what you truly wish?’

      Kemp placed his hands over his bald head. There was nothing, nothing he wanted more in the world.

      Cain pressed. ‘You need to come with me now,’ he urged. ‘This time, I will not fail you. You know what you must do. Put on the robe.’

      Cain hovered to the door and grabbed a see-through bath-cap from the shelf. He put it on. ‘Do it willingly, just as you did before the storm.’

      Kemp switched on the shower and removed his nightshirt. ‘My mother, huh?’

      ‘You have only a few moments to decide.’

      Kemp moved under the cold water. When he was fully drenched, he stepped out, shivering.

      ‘Have you made your choice?’

      ‘I have,’ Kemp said and he grinned through his shivers. ‘But this time, Cain, cold water will ease the pain.’
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      Stone marched in.

      ‘The boy’s having a shower,’ the nurse said, smiling at him. ‘He’s feeling an awful lot better. A remarkable recovery, so says Dr Muller.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Stone replied.

      The nurse nervously examined her watch. ‘I’ll hurry him along.’

      Several minutes later, she returned. ‘I can’t get a reply, maybe you could try?’

      Stone sensed worry in her tone and moved in front of the toilet door. ‘Kemp, it’s Commissioner Stone here. You OK in there, young man?’

      They listened. Only the running of the shower could be heard.

      ‘How long?’ he said to the nurse.

      ‘About ten minutes.’

      ‘Ten minutes! Rats! Dickinson, open that door.’

      The officer ran to the fire extinguisher and pulled it off the wall. Moments later, he smashed it against the lock like a battering ram.

      The door swung open.

      Stone ran in and searched the small cubicle. On the floor was the boy’s medical gown.

      ‘Oh, Christ alive!’ Stone said as he slumped against the wall. ‘He’s gone.’

      ‘What do you mean, gone?’ the nurse said. ‘It’s impossible. I’ve been here the whole time.’

      But they could all see it was empty.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ Stone yelled. ‘Where is that damned boy?’

      Stone leant down and picked up the flimsy garment. As he did, a pile of fine, grey ash fluttered to the floor.
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      However hard he tried, Old Man Wood simply couldn’t speak properly. Words stuck in his throat and twisted in his mind.

      The children looked at him with an equal combination of awe and concern.

      ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Archie asked. Wasn’t that what grownups had when they needed comforting? That, or alcohol; perhaps he needed both.

      The old man smiled and Archie took himself off to the kitchen. He pulled out the largest cup he could find and brewed a strong cup of tea. For good measure, he added a large dash of Old Man Wood’s homemade spirits, knowing that every now and then Old Man Wood enjoyed a tipple. Archie took a small sip, grimaced, and spat it out in the sink. A bitter taste filled his mouth.

      He found the sugar bowl, stirred in a couple of heaped teaspoons, sniffed the brew, then dipped a finger in and licked it.

      He returned to the sitting room where he handed it to Old Man Wood who was sitting in his chair being comforted by the girls.

      The old man beamed as he took the cup and blew on it until it was cool enough. Then he took a large gulp. ‘Interesting tea, Archie,’ he said, as his few remaining head hairs began to curl. He winked at Archie. ‘Touch of my special brew…?’

      Archie nodded.

      ‘Clever boy!’ he said, and in no time, Old Man Wood’s face had returned to its familiar woody, ruddy complexion.

      ‘If you’re feeling ready to chat,’ Isabella began softly, ‘why don’t you tell me about the bed, and why you’re spying on us.’

      ‘Hang on!’ Daisy butted in, irritated that Isabella had sneaked in first. ‘What about the Glade and Atrium thing-a-me?’ Her questions were far more important. ‘I mean it’s another world, isn’t it?’

      ‘What about the poems and the rugs?’ Archie said. ‘And what and where are the tablets?’

      Their questions got louder and louder as Old Man Wood listened patiently to their increasingly hysterical arguing while sipping his tea.

      When he spoke, his words came out very softly but with an authority they hadn’t heard before. ‘First off, young’uns,’ he said, as the children instantly quietened, ‘we must find these tablets, as a matter of urgency.’

      Archie pulled a face at the others.

      ‘I’ll try and piece things together for you,’ the old man continued, ‘because this goes back one heck of a long time, and it will not be easy.’ He looked each one of them in the eye. ‘Do you understand?’

      They nodded.

      He took a deep breath. ‘Right, then. As you may have suspected, I am not exactly your "Uncle". You see, I have been here since the dawn of humankind—’

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ Daisy laughed. She patted him playfully on the back. ‘Heard it all now—’

      ‘You can’t be, you’d be long gone,’ Archie added.

      ’That’s impossible! Stop being so dramatic, Old Man Wood,’ Isabella said. ‘Archie, how much booze did you add—?’

      ‘Ahhh. Hmmm, now then, my dear children. This is a great problem,’ he continued. ‘What can I say?’ he regarded them lovingly. ‘Thing is, I have lived in this house through the age of humans for an awfully long time, since way before your records even began. As a family, we moved several times to look around and see places and there have been many adventures. But it would not be inaccurate to say that I’ve been here on this hill for thousands of years... waiting, I believe, for this very moment.’  Old Man Wood paused and his crinkly face lightened.

      The children stared at him, not certain they’d heard him correctly.

      ‘I’ve had the very greatest pleasure in bringing up generation after generation of my family and you three are the last in the line. You are... how can I put it... a little bit special.’ Old Man Wood cupped his mug between his large, weathered hands, took another large sip. He beamed at each one in turn.

      ‘And this house alone has seen a lot of rebuilding. Spent a great deal of time doing it, all by myself,’ he chuckled. ‘And you know what, most of them are pretty similar to the original, I suppose. It’s been all manner of things from a forge, a school, a public house and a shop to name but a few. And, once upon a time, there used to be houses nearby. Now, what else? Well, not a lot at the moment, but I reckon it’s coming back slowly.’

      He held Isabella and Daisy’s hands. ‘You must have realised by now that all of these strange events, like your hair, and eyes, and hands, are connected to the rain and the rising water. I found it out from the trees at the Bubbling Brook; the ones I took you to see, Archie,’ he said, turning to the boy who stared back with his mouth open.

      ‘I did find them, you know, but I’m not sure I asked the right questions. You see, they memorised everything I ever told them and they’ll tell it back, if you ask the right questions. But as I couldn’t remember what was going to happen, or what I’m supposed to do, or… who I am... well...’

      Isabella had had enough. ‘This is utter madness!’ she yelled. ‘You’re insane or sick, or blind drunk. I can’t bear it.’ Tears welled in her eyes as she pleaded with the others.

      ‘Can’t you see, he’s deluded. He needs urgent medical attention.’

      Archie pushed her down firmly. ‘Wait, Isabella. Let him finish.’ He’d noticed how Old Man Wood’s eyes widened as he sipped the strong tea and how he hiccupped as if it were doing something to his brain.

      ‘Madness or not, Bells,’ he whispered, ‘we need to hear this.’

      ‘You see,’ Old Man Wood continued, ‘when I read those passages in Genesis in your Bible and laughed my head off, well, it’s just that whoever wrote it must have had more than a couple of drinks in ’em and I know that for sure.’ He flicked a glance at Archie.

      ‘Pl-eeee-ase,’ Daisy squeaked, ‘what are you talking about?’

      ‘The bit about how the world was created and all that, Daisy. I’m quite sure you know the one. The thing is, it doesn’t say that much. In fact it doesn’t really say anything at all. It is, I suppose, a story to start humankind off at a not-too-embarrassing-point.’

      ‘Embarrassing point?’ Daisy quizzed. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Oh, littluns. You’d think the greatest event of humankind, your creation and the creation of every other living thing here on Earth, would be given a few more believable lines. But, hic, as it happens, it was a story I told to some strange man sitting round a campfire as a bit of a joke, ha, ha.’ He grinned and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

      ‘You see, life was a little complicated before all that—oh yes—hic. A tricky and bad time. It was after a few too many jars of Walterbrew as it happens. Now, there’s a drink.’

      He slurped on his tea, which had the effect of sending his hair curling outwards and his eyes bulging even more. ‘Can’t believe I remembered that.’

      ‘Old Man Wood, I don’t think you’re well,’ Isabella said, before addressing her siblings. She pointed at her head and twirled a finger. ‘Seriously, we need to do something. He’s totally lost it.’

      The old man ignored her and carried on rambling. ‘This bloke, you see, quite a clever fellow, terribly serious and, hmmm… well, it just seemed a good idea at the time. Couldn’t resist it, I suppose, appley-entertaining.’ He hiccupped again.

      ‘There’s truth in that passage, though. There really is another place full of treasure and things beyond one’s wildest imagination. And Cain and his beast,’ he spat, ‘are hmmm… and the other thing is the flood...’

      On the word "flood" he slurred badly, and Old Man Wood checked himself before belching. But he was on a roll and this wasn’t going to stop him.

      ‘Oh yes, I do feel a little guilty,’ he continued, ‘if you know what I mean. Well, you may say it’s not possible, but I tell you it’s true. I was there… amazing isn’t it? I wrote those poems… did I say that? Such a long... what actually happened is quite different because, well... hmmm... all those places exist, or used to, rather like here, once. Otherwise you might get... now what the apples was I talking about?’ he continued, forgetting himself.

      A blink of lightning, followed by a ripple of thunder, sent a message that another storm was close by. It seemed to intensify the situation.

      ‘Stop this rambling!’ Isabella demanded. ‘Just tell us, in plain English, what on earth it is you’re talking about!’

      Daisy, however, giggled and leaned in on him. ‘Go on. Tell us, Old Man Wood. Tell us more.’

      But now Old Man Wood, whose few head-hairs were standing erect on his head like the threads of a worn, wire brush, began humming a strange tune. And, as the rhythm built, it sounded as if wind was rushing through trees.

      He clambered out of his chair and stood tall in the room. His big trunk filling the space in front of the fire, as a strange whoooshing and swissssshing sound came out of his mouth and vibrated round the room.

      Moments later, his hands and body moved in a slow, graceful way, as the children looked on astonished.

      After a short while, Old Man Wood fell heavily back in his chair.

      Daisy perched on the arm. ‘Tell us more about your song,’ she began. ‘It’s beautiful.’

      Old Man Wood smiled a little drunkenly and sipped his tea. ‘I think it is the song of the trees,’ he said. ‘Reminds me of this whole other place from a time long ago. Feels apple-marvellous, though, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Teach it to us,’ said Daisy, who was sitting on his other side.

      Isabella gasped and shook her head violently in Daisy’s direction.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Daisy said at once, smiling sweetly.

      ‘Liked it, did you?’

      ‘Absolutely loved it,’ Daisy said, beaming.

      Old Man Wood couldn’t refuse a smile like that. After taking another large swallow of tea, he climbed out of his chair.

      ‘Whoooosh, swissshshhh, swissshy, swoosh,’ he began, his eyes closed in concentration, his arms pulling slowly around like a gentle breaststroke motion.

      Daisy stood up and copied him and was immediately right on track with Old Man Wood, as if she absolutely understood him.

      Isabella, on the other hand, found it dreadfully embarrassing. The song and the movements didn’t register one iota.

      The pace built up.

      As before, the deep vibrations of Old Man Wood’s voice made the whole room tremble. And when the music reached its climax, a curious wind curled around them, and up their spines.

      The children looked from one to the other and then back again.

      ‘Encore, encore, more, more!’ Daisy said, enraptured.

      ‘Please, not again!’ Isabella complained, just as the lights failed and the noise of the generator departed.

      Now they heard only the sounds of their breathing, and the distant cracks and rumbles of a storm overhead. Archie ran off and found the lamps they’d used to highlight the rugs in the hallway. He positioned them on either side of the room, where they cast a deep orange glow.

      Old Man Wood’s face, now greatly accentuated by the soft rays, beamed from ear to ear.

      Daisy clapped encouragingly. ‘That was apple-tastic,’ she said.

      Old Man Wood drained the rest of his tea, and put the mug on the mantelpiece with a clatter.

      He breathed in deeply and smacked his chest. ‘This time,’ he said, ‘go a wee bit higher. Feel the tune in your blood. The song will take you there, if you believe in it.’

      ‘Can I start?’ Daisy said. ‘It’s really beautiful and moving, like being in paradise.’

      Old Man Wood’s booming laugh rebounded off the walls. ‘That’s exactly what it is! Clever littlun! Well, of course you can. I’ll take it up as soon as you begin.’

      Daisy began. She closed her eyes and extended her arms. ‘Whoooosh, swishes, swiffy swissh whoooosh,’ she hummed.

      Old Man Wood smiled. Even if the Daisy didn’t have a clue what the song meant, it thrilled him that the song resonated with her. He couldn’t think how it had come to him, but it reminded him of a time when things in his head weren’t quite so foggy and the song seemed to unlock a door into a room full of secrets.

      He joined in, this time even more enthusiastically, whirring the strange noises in and out of his mouth. He gesticulated, slowly at first, with his strong arms and hands, building up his movements as the song increased in tempo. Before long, it sounded exactly like wind rushing through leaves in a big tree.

      Suddenly, Archie had an idea.

      He slipped out of his chair. While Isabella listened, shocked by Old Man Wood and Daisy’s extraordinary movements and their swishing, whooshing noises, he crawled on all fours behind the back of the armchair to the fireplace. He located the poker and thrust it into the fire, shifting the logs in the embers. For a brief moment, he felt rather foolish.

      Under his breath he recited the words of the poem.

      
        
        ‘The first you hid in the heart of the house

        ‘That warms you night and day

        ‘Get it out by poking me,

        ‘And singing your favourite song along the way!’

      

      

      Archie looked up to see Daisy standing, copying Old Man Wood, humming and moving her arms in slow, controlled waves. She wore a huge smile on her face.

      Isabella, on the other hand, lay on the sofa, her knees up to her chest with her head buried in her hands.

      Archie picked up the rhythm and began to hum along. As he got the hang of it, he decided to bolster the fire up anyway, and thrust the poker in once again.

      With a tiny flash, a strange flicker came out at him. Archie’s heart skipped a beat.

      He poked with a little more urgency. The light intensified.

      He looked about. Had anyone else seen it? Daisy and Old Man Wood were singing as if in a trance. Isabella?

      He turned his eyes back to the fire and found that, right before his eyes, an object very slowly approached. He could hardly breathe.

      But Old Man Wood had come to the end of his song and, the moment he finished, whatever he had seen receded back into the orange glow.
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      The boy was back! Ha! I knew he’d come—I was right! It had gone exactly to plan.

      Cain wanted to thump the air in joy, or at least kick something. But he knew he needed to keep his energy levels in check this time around.

      He hadn’t worked out how they might communicate with each other, but he thought it was worth giving it a try.

      ‘Boy, can you hear me?’ he said, repeatedly, booming the words out.

      Cain listened. Nothing. Perhaps this was the wrong approach.

      In his head, he thought of a question very precisely.

      I would like to know your name, boy! A tingle of noise returned and although it sounded like gibberish, he thought it might be worth developing.

      He listened again. There it …was again, a type of communication, though a bit echoey.

      Suddenly, another absolutely brilliant idea struck him. It was risky, but the boy had nowhere to go, and in the spirit of being honest with the child it had to be worth a try.

      Cain ushered their ashen body onto the floor. Then, in the same way as he’d left the boy in a tree, Cain pushed out of the body, as though plying himself out of a thick, tight, rubber mould, only this time not doing it too fast or with quite as much force.

      Now removed, Cain wrung his hands and looked down at the boy’s naked torso sprinkled in ash.

      Kemp stared back, spitting ash from his mouth. He sat up. ‘You let me out?’

      Cain audibly sighed from beside him. ‘As I said, this time it will be different. This time, I need to look after you, I have to earn your trust, boy.’

      Kemp realised the ghost genuinely meant it. ‘My name, by the way, is Kemp,’ Kemp said.

      ‘Ah, so you heard?’

      ‘Yeah. And please don’t yell. I can hear you quite easily when you speak. Were you trying to think it, too? Felt like there was a filter in the way.’

      Cain smiled. ‘How interesting. Just as I suspected.’

      Kemp began to dust himself down. ‘Any chance of some clothes?’

      ‘Of course, you may have whatever you wish,’ Cain said and he picked up the bath cap which hovered nearby. ‘Schmerger!’ Cain yelled.

      Shortly, his tidy manservant appeared with a long, neat, pointed black beard. He wore a strange black hat that muddled between a skullcap and a beret.

      Kemp covered his privates.

      ‘Find a robe for your new master, Schmerger. Quick, quick!’

      Schmerger’s almost expressionless face hinted of a frown, and his long nose bent down as he bowed. ‘Sire.’

      He returned with a burgundy robe adorned with golden snakes. Kemp slipped it on admiring the warm, light fabric and the patterns.

      ‘Now for your welcome home surprise!’ Cain said.

      ‘Surprise?’

      ‘Yes, yes. Come along, boy. Come along. Follow the strange hat!’

      Kemp strode through an extraordinary building that looked somewhere between a vast cave and a palace. On one side, he saw jagged mountain rocks inlaid with jewels and gold. On the other, a vast chimney breast was flanked by huge windows and, at the very end was a wall filled with shelves filled with drawers. Everything, the furniture, the rocks, the windows and the floor were covered in dust.

      Kemp ran his finger along a table top. ‘Don’t you have a cleaner?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘The whole place is filthy!’ Kemp said, brushing away more dust to reveal the surface underneath. ‘Blimey, is that gold?’

      ‘Oh, probably,’ the hat replied. ‘Gold is a bit common here. Wait till you see the jewel tables. I’m sure they’re kicking about somewhere. They were particular favourites of mine.’

      ‘Jewel-tables? What do you mean?’

      ‘In the room I’m taking you to,’ Cain said, ‘there is a banqueting table made entirely from a seam of green emerald that would sit fifty of my guests. In the feasting chamber, there was a table top made entirely from one ruby. When I had eyes I used to enjoy the rich varieties of the reds, especially under a bright moon. Though, I remember that daylight made the whole experience a little overbearing. Terrific for masking blood of a good murder. In all the reception rooms we have table tops made entirely from diamonds, sapphires, and various other glittering stones.

      ‘Well, nothing glitters anymore,’ Kemp said.  ‘This place, is disgusting.’

      The hat stopped. ‘My dear boy, there has been very little I could do about it. But now that you’re here, it’s the perfect opportunity to get my— I mean, our—palace back into shape.’

      The hat continued on into the great chamber until they arrived at a two huge, dark wooden doors.

      ‘Go on, open it.’

      Kemp pushed the door. As he did, the smell of roast chicken, fried bacon, and all sorts of other delights wafted over him. ‘Food!’ he cried. ‘Real food. Tons of it!’

      The glowing green table top was crammed with an assortment of chocolates, fruit, cake, and meats of all sorts. Kemp made his way over, his eyes wide. ‘All this, for me?’

      ‘Indeed. You now have a kitchen and Schmerger has found chefs, to use as you wish.’

      Without hesitation, he tucked in.

      Cain listened to the sounds of his eating, intrigued. ‘You know, boy, I think our relationship is going to be quite splendid. Why don’t you tell me your preferred hours of sleeping, your meal times, and other things you like doing. That way, when you’re not with me, you can do as you wish unless I require you for, say, important business, or emergencies.’

      Kemp reckoned this beat hospital a million times over. ‘As long as there’s a cold shower nearby before I join you.’

      ‘Yes, good thinking. Was it easier?’

      ‘Oh, yeah. Miles. I hardly felt a thing.’

      ‘Any other demands?’

      Kemp licked his lips. ‘The deal with my mother, Cain. She must be saved. I’m sure she’d love it here.’

      ‘Of course,’ Cain said. ‘I will do what I can to honour this.’

      ‘And I’d like to see my mate, Archie,’ he said.

      ‘That would be Archie de Lowe?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Cain grinned. He liked this boy more and more. ‘Who knows, Kemp, if we play our cards right, perhaps we could get him to come here permanently.’

      ‘That would be utterly brilliant!’ Kemp enthused. ‘I can just imagine it. We’d have a blast.’

      ‘You certainly would,’ Cain said. ‘But all in good time, Kemp. All in good time. After my terrible treatment of you, I feared you would shun me for death. Now, I could not imagine a better way in which we have patched up our differences.’

      The ghost was ecstatic. He had the boy back, his virus was breaking out all over planet Earth as humans slept, and the Heirs of Eden were not even close to finding the tablets. But there was one thing that would make this day even more perfect.

      He remembered the poison, the lethal Havilarian Toadstool Powder that he had poured into the sugar bowl at Eden Cottage on the night he’d first met Archie.

      Cain had nipped into the kitchen and, using his heightened senses, located sweet sugar granules—the perfect mask for such a deadly poison.

      Havilarian Toadstool Powder was a substance made from tiny, microscopic, squealing little toadstools which sucked the life out of anyone who imbibed it. And although it was useless to humans, the powder was lethal to those who came from the Garden of Eden, those who, in other circumstances, could not die.

      He rubbed his invisible hands together. What were the chances, he wondered, that the old man had already helped himself to a nice, sweet drink?

      What were the chances, he thought, that the old man was already writhing in agony, with tiny toadstools helping themselves to his flesh and blood, eating him away so that he would end up as helpless as he had been?

      Cain even imagined the scene of the old man supping a hot drink, steam rising from his mug, just like the humans used to do in the tea caverns of Havilaria, while the Heirs of Eden looked on at his painful demise in horror.

      He tilted his head back and roared into the high ceiling.

      Life, was getting better and better.
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      Seeing Old Man Wood like this made Isabella as unhappy as she could ever remember. As his song ended, she slipped off to the kitchen where she heard the gentle drone of the generator and worked out that it might run for another fifteen minutes or so if they were lucky.

      For a while, she thought she might slope off to bed and leave them to it but instead, she flicked on the telly with the remote control and opened the fridge to see if Mrs Pye had left anything worth snacking on. She peered inside. Nothing she fancied, so she grabbed an apple, sat down and took a large bite.

      For a while she watched news repeats going round and round in a loop.

      She bit in hard again, wiping juice off her chin as a message announced itself in bold red letters.

      “AN IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT.”

      Daisy and Archie came in just as the picture changed. It showed a live feed from a press office filled with weary-looking officials.

      A tall, grey haired man, with a moustache and a pointed nose, made his way to the lectern. An elegant, lady, the new Deputy Prime Minister, introduced him as the chief coordinator of the flood crisis, Commissioner Stone.

      ‘First of all,’ he began, ‘I speak on behalf of the COBRA unit to offer my thanks to all those who have dug deep in keeping the citizens of our island safe at this terrible time. The help and resolve given by so many continues to touch the lives of millions.

      ‘I will be frank,’ he said, looking directly into the camera, ‘this epidemic, the so called Yorkshire Plague or Ebora, reached all parts of the country overnight. There is no logic to its method nor is there a cure. Not yet at any rate. Medical centres are overwhelmed as doctors, who do not have symptoms themselves, struggle to keep up. If you think you may have the symptoms, please ring our helpline number at the bottom of the screen. Our advice is to be patient, drink plenty of fresh water and keep warm. And please, stay at home.’

      He shifted and smiled. ‘While many suffer, we have heard stories of  immense bravery and heroism. We’re going to share some real-life situations from the flooding. These are tales of dogged British resilience. And above all,’ he said, his voice quivering, ‘they are stories of hope.’

      The screen cut from the press conference to a beach, where waves crashed someway behind the sand. On it, a reporter waited for the link-up.

      ‘Here I am, near the beautiful Suffolk coastal town of Southwold,’ he said.  The camera panned to a lighthouse and then to the colourful beach huts. ‘Famous for its beer, and as an upmarket holiday resort, last night it was the scene of an extraordinary rescue. I’m handing you over to Serena Strutt who continues the story.’

      ‘Thank you, Bill,’ said Serena, her perfect smile beaming at the camera. ‘On the day of the storm, two children from the village of Upsall in North Yorkshire found a rickety old rowing boat in a run-down boathouse. They built a canopy over the vessel from odds and ends, and survived what is now understood to be one of the most vicious storm ever recorded.

      ‘Against incredible odds, they were spotted by the local coastguard during a fierce gale off this very coast. These remarkable children were subsequently saved.’

      The children watched in silence, mesmerised. They were huddled together, their arms locked around one another.

      ‘I have with me here, one of the survivors, Sue Lowden.’

      The moment the words were out of the reporter’s mouth the kitchen erupted. Daisy and Archie leapt up and down, screaming their heads off. Isabella sank to the floor, tears free-falling down her cheeks.

      ‘Sue,’ Serena said, ‘what an amazing story. I know you’re still quite numb from your experience, especially as Gus Williams, your partner on the boat, has gone to hospital, but please tell us more.’

      The camera moved and Sue came into shot. She’d lost weight but her eyes sparkled. ‘I just want to thank Gus,’ her eyes began welling up, ‘he was amazing.’

      ‘At snogging,’ Archie quipped.

      ‘Oh, shut up,’ the girls said together.

      Back on the screen, Sue recalled some of their adventures, such as how they’d escaped the boathouse, made a sail, and caught a fish.

      Serena Strutt shook her head. ‘Sue, what a truly astonishing story. Of course, our thoughts are with Gus. Is there anything else you’d like to say?’

      Sue looked down at her feet as if trying to rein in her emotions. Then, very slowly, and as the camera zoomed in on her face, she looked directly into the lens. ‘Infected now,’ she said sadly, before adding, ‘lush.’

      For a second, Serena looked confused, but undeterred, she draped an arm around the girl. ‘Thank you, Sue. I know this is a very emotional time, and we wish Gus a speedy recovery. From Southwold, back to you in the studio.’
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      The sense of joy in the kitchen was extraordinary. But, while Archie and Daisy danced around, Isabella sat down at the kitchen table with a pen and paper. She was instantly struck by the oddness of Sue’s remark. Sue never, ever, used words like "lush". That was a Daisy kind-of-a-word, not a Sue word.

      Daisy pulled a chair up. ‘What’s up, sis? Thought you be jumping over the moon.’

      Isabella shook her head. ‘Inside, I am, believe me. But something’s wrong. That sentence at the end—it wasn’t what Sue would ordinarily say in any circumstances.’ She pushed the pencil through the hole in her hand and spun it round making a strange starry shadow on the paper.

      ‘Doesn’t “lush" mean, “cool”.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s right. Gorgeous, lush, peng, whatevs. You’re right, though. It was as if she’d worked something out.’

      ‘Maybe you’re right. What if she planned this, for us?’ Isabella wrote down the sentence on the paper and looked at it.

      She rearranged the letters in a circle and tried to see if there was a pattern or some obvious code. As she pondered the letters she asked: ‘Archie, why don’t you check on Old Man Wood.’

      Archie slipped out of the kitchen and returned a couple of minutes later. ‘He’s wandering around with his hair sticking out on end. I think he’s, sort of, OK.’ He hesitated. ‘Look, while you were singing that hummy song, a weird object came out of—’

      ‘Sweet mothers!’ Isabella exclaimed. ‘I think I’ve got it!’

      Daisy and Archie crowded round.

      ‘Take the word, “Infected”,’ she began. ‘In it is the word, “find”. She crossed out the letters. Now, what’s left? “The”. She crossed that out as well.

      They stared at the paper. Daisy clapped her hands. ‘Look! The word “uncle”.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Isabella said, surprised by her sister’s quick grasp of anagrams. ‘Which leaves’, she continued, ‘“S, O, W”.’

      ‘Find the uncle sow,’ Archie said, ‘or, wos. You think she meant Old Man Wood?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Isabella replied, pulling the pen in and out of her hand-hole. ‘But it’s not like her to make a glaring error like that. She knows perfectly well what his name is. Hang on, what if it’s “clown”. Then you’ve got, “E, U, S”.’

      ‘Sue?’ Daisy said. ‘That’s it! “Find the clown, Sue”.’

      Isabella shook her head. ‘It doesn’t stack up.’ She stood up and, like Archie, began pacing the room. ‘I mean what could she possibly be referring to?’

      Daisy sat down in her place, and played with the letters again, her eyes casting a gentle pink light over the paper.

      She rearranged the final letters and clapped her hands.

      Isabella ran over, studied the paper, and squeezed Daisy’s shoulders.

      ‘Archie,’ she ordered, ‘make another cup of that tea for Old Man Wood, exactly the same as before.’

      ‘You sure?’ he said. ‘With a dash of his special brew? You realise it might kill him.’

      ‘Yes! Add more sugar if you think it’s too vile. Just do it, now!’

      ‘God. OK, but why? You saw what happened to him—’

      ‘Archie, it’s Sue’s message. Daisy’s cracked it.’

      He skipped over and read it out loud.

      ‘FIND THE CLUES, NOW.’

      From the sitting room, they heard a deep groan. The children turned towards the door.

      ‘He was fine a minute ago.’

      ‘He’s probably crashed out on your tea, Archie,’ Daisy said, grinning.

      ‘The least we can do is make sure he’s comfortable,’ Isabella said.

      They trooped back into the living room, a room they barely recognised as paper, canvas, and pictures littered every inch of floor.

      ‘Lord above!’ Isabella whispered. ‘If Mrs Pye sees this, she’s going to go utterly mental.’

      ‘It’s a warzone—’

      ‘Chill, guys,’ Daisy cut in.

      Archie re-lit a couple of candles and joined the girls next to Old Man Wood on the sofa.

      ‘He’s fast asleep,’ Isabella said.

      Daisy wasn’t so sure. ‘Yoo-hoo. Old Man Wood, you there?’

      He groaned.

      ‘Hi,’ she said, resting a hand on his forehead. ‘You should go to bed. There’s a busy day coming up.’

      A flicker at the corner of his mouth. ‘I... I think—’ he whispered before slumping back.

      Daisy smiled. ‘You think you’re a bit worse for wear, eh, Old Man Wood?’

      The old man suddenly looked ashen-grey and withered and old. He tried to sit up, his eyes bloodshot.

      The children gasped.

      ‘Poison,’ he spat. ‘You’ve got to—’

      ‘Poison?’ Isabella exclaimed. ‘What poison?’

      Old Man Wood tried to speak but the words wouldn’t form. His bony hand grabbed Isabella’s wrist. She squealed as he gripped it hard and levered his head off the pillow. He stared at her with watery, scared eyes, ‘Y-o-u... y-o-u-r... p-o-w-errrr…’

      And then his grip loosened and his head fell back slowly onto the pillow like a stone falling through water. His eyes shut.

      A look of peace descended over him.

      The stillness in the room was deafening.

      Stunned, the children instinctively stepped back as a huge rumble of thunder rolled over the cottage, rattling the glass in the windows.

      ‘Holy smoke!’ Archie said, trembling. He fell to his knees and wiped a tear from his eye. ‘I think we’ve just killed Old Man Wood.’
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            Water Treatment

          

        

      

    

    
      Lying on the sofa opposite the fire, Old Man Wood was as still and as white as a stone sculpture. The gentle embers from the fire glowed red and orange, lighting the hearth and accentuating the old man’s pale, drawn features.

      The children peered over him in shock, their lips trembling.

      Tears rolled freely down Archie’s cheeks. ‘I killed him,’ he said. ‘The only person who had a hope in hell of figuring out what’s going on, and I think I murdered him with a cup of tea.’ His lip wobbled. ‘I only added sugar and a shot of homemade liquor...’

      Daisy shook her head. ‘He’s not dead.’

      ‘Yes, he is! He hasn’t moved or breathed for ages—’

      ‘Don’t you listen to a word? He told us he can’t die,’ Daisy said. ‘He said he was our great, great, you-know, loads of great grandfathers, or whatever. Therefore, Archie, it’s impossible he’s dead, isn’t it?’

      Archie looked at her, confused. ‘But he’s not breathing and what if he made that stuff up.’

      Isabella reached in and placed two fingers on his neck. ‘There is a pulse, Archie. It’s weak but it’s definitely there. Have a feel.’

      Archie replaced her fingers with his, scrunched his face but shook his head. ‘I can’t feel anything.’

      For some time, there was an awkward silence.

      Finally, Daisy couldn’t bear it any longer. ‘What do you think we should do?’ she said. ‘Let him sleep it off? We have to do something.’

      ‘If he doesn’t wake up,’ Archie replied, ‘how will we find the other tablets.’ He sat down on the arm of the armchair and gently slapped the old man’s face trying to rouse him. Then he pinched his cheek.

      ‘Come on, Old Man Wood. Wakey-wakey,’ he said gently. ‘Please, Old Man Wood, you’ve got to wake up—’

      ‘Water!’ Daisy said. ‘Let’s shock him with a bucket of ice-cold water. That’s what they do in films. Or we could give him a shot of whisky.’

      ‘NOT alcohol,’ Archie said. ‘He’s had far, far too much of that—’

      Without listening, Daisy whizzed off and returned with a bucket half-full of cold water. She thrust it in Archie’s direction. ‘You killed him, so you do it.’

      Archie took the bucket but stood still, appalled by the prospect. ‘I only did it because Isabella told me to and she wanted me to make another one. It was Isabella’s idea, so she should do it.’

      They turned to their elder sister.

      ‘Absolutely no way,’ Isabella said firmly. ‘If you think a water shock is the best idea, then I suggest you both do it.’

      The twins looked at one another.

      ‘And anyway, what if he wakes up and properly freaks out?’ Archie said.

      ‘Old Man Wood would never do such a thing—’

      ‘Daisy, didn’t you notice what happened before? He’s unhinged. What if he’s now permanently crackers?’

      ‘Unhinged?’

      ‘Well, yeah, he’s damaged, possibly beyond repair. You know, like a crazed lunatic psychopath, or worse.’

      ‘Archie, if you haven’t cottoned on by now, the whole world has gone crazy, and we’re right in the middle of it.’ Daisy said. ‘Here, give it to me.’

      In one movement, Daisy grabbed the bucket and emptied the contents in a long stream directly over Old Man Wood’s head, the water flowing over his nose, down the deep lines of his face, and onto his chest.

      Instinctively, the twins took a step or two backwards, in case Old Man Wood suddenly stood up and flailed his thick arms.

      But Old Man Wood’s deathly mask didn’t budge.

      The twins turned to each other, laughing nervously, and slightly in awe of the volume of water soaking the sofa and carpet.

      Daisy’s eyes were wide open. ‘Still nothing?’

      ‘I told you he was dead,’ Archie said, his face crumpling.

      Daisy shook her head. ‘But why would Old Man Wood lie about death like that? He would never, ever do such a thing. It just doesn’t add up.’
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      Daisy’s acute hearing tuned into the TV.  Commissioner Stone, she heard,  was thanking the various officers around him and trying to placate viewers that the nation shouldn’t be too worried. He sounded confident. ‘One final thing,’ he said, a crooked smile crossing his face, ‘we now know that the epicentre of the storm centred on the small moor-side village of Upsall…’

      In a flash, she ran back in the kitchen.

      ‘Archie, Isabella!’ Daisy called out. ‘You dudes should watch this.’

      ‘We’d particularly like to speak to anyone who was in the area of Upsall the day the storm broke,’ the Commissioner continued, as Archie and Isabella came in. ‘We know many were tragically lost and almost certainly swept away, like the brave Gus Williams and Sue Smith, who we heard from earlier.’

      Another camera honed in on the lean, moustachioed face of Commissioner Stone. Clumsily, Stone turned towards it.

      ‘But there is one family we know whose three children were on the football pitch at that time. There’s no doubt the floodwater took them, but if anyone has seen or heard from any of them, particularly this young man on your screen now, Archie de Lowe, then please get in touch with your local authority representative.’

      A picture of Archie, a couple of years younger, filled the screen.

      Archie could feel his hair hardening. ‘Jeez,’ he said. ‘Why me?’

      ‘Who is the only person,’ Isabella asked, ‘who they know, who knows you?’

      Archie squinted trying to work out what she meant.

      ‘Kemp. That’s who,’ Isabella said, as she wheeled away. ‘You’re a fool, Archie. I told you not to trust him.’

      ‘Oh!’ Daisy exclaimed. ‘I forgot to tell you guys something. You know when he said those words in the hospital—’

      ‘“Algae”, and, er “Dunno”... wasn’t it?’ Archie said.

      ‘Those exactly. Well, I reckon he was trying to contact you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘For “Algae” read, “Archie”,’ Daisy said. ‘And for “Dunno”, read—’

      “de Lowe”,’ Archie finished.

      They looked at each other. ‘Do you think he was trying to warn me?’

      ‘Almost certainly,’ Daisy said.

      Isabella shrugged. ‘Looks like we’ll never know. But what we do know is that, because of him, they’re now hot on our trail.’
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            A Question of Balance

          

        

      

    

    
      Gaia appeared in a tiny flash.

      ‘I see you.’

      ‘And I you,’ Genesis replied.

      ‘Our species is ill, Genesis. Asgard has taken the dreamspinners in a direction I am deeply uncomfortable with.’

      The old dreamspinners dipped two legs into her maghole, pulled them out, and inspected them for wear.

      ‘It is the way of the universe, Gaia. Do you understand how this works? Are you aware of what is going on?’

      ‘I do not comprehend what you mean,’ Gaia replied.

      ‘Great changes are coming to the universes, changes which affect us all. These great events are not just selected for humankind, or elven kind, or  for the great trees in all the worlds. These changes are sent to challenge the great Elders, the ones who have been here since the beginning.’

      ‘Like Adam?’

      ‘Exactly. And the changes will also test dreamspinners, too. We have been here, forged from gas and dust and light, right from the very beginning. Our role has always been to show life in a different way. That way is being questioned.’

      ‘Are you suggesting the rules by which we have stuck are broken?’

      ‘I am suggesting, dear Gaia, that our story is about to be written again. If we are not smart, then we will, as Asgard suggested, die, because we have not forged a new path.’

      ‘You agree with that rogue, Asgard?’ said Gaia.

      ‘I do not. But I do believe in balance.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Simple, Gaia. We must always seek balance. If it cannot be found, we make it.’

      ‘We change?’

      ‘Yes. Now, you understand. We too must evolve,’ the dreamspinners said, flashing his long arms. ‘Asgard has a head start on us. It is time for us to catch him up.’
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            A Final Song

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘We’re going to have to sing this song again,’ Archie said. ‘Like it or not.’

      ‘How are we going to do it without Old Man Wood?’

      ‘Easy. I think I’ve got the rhythm and the sounds,’ Daisy said.

      Isabella bowed her head.  ‘Then why don’t you start us off?’ she said.

      ‘Thing is, darling, it’s important we all join in,’ Daisy said. ‘Can I suggest we draw straws to see who’s going to lead?’

      They did.

      ‘Isabella, it’s you. Take it away!’

      ‘But I was hopeless at it.’

      ‘Try!’

      Isabella stood up and closed her eyes. She tried to get the first words out, but for some reason, and however hard she tried, the words stuck in her throat.

      Daisy simply hadn’t registered Isabella’s discomfort from earlier. She had an idea.

      ‘Let’s start together. Archie, all we need is one lamp for cool atmospherics, and then we’ll hold hands.’

      ‘Really? We’re not at kindergarten, or a bunch of hippies.’

      ‘We’re just holding hands, dudes. Listen, Bells, it won’t hurt, I promise,’ Daisy said. ‘Then, I think we should think hard about Old Man Wood and the fire and mum and dad, and Sue and Gus, and think about everything in our dreams, everything that’s happened.  Think of all the things we really love. You know, quietly. A kind of inner moment—’

      ‘Why?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Because, you numpty, if we don’t do this properly we’re going to be stuck here without any tablets and with a dead old man and then everyone will die from the disease, horribly, including you. And besides, it’ll get us in the mood to sing our socks off.’

      In the dim light, Daisy sat next to the sofa and held Old Man Wood’s cold hand in one and Isabella’s in her other. Soon they were all linked.

      Rumbling sounds of a nearby storm peppered the sky overhead.

      ‘On the count of three,’ Daisy whispered, ‘then, just go with the flow.’

      With their eyes shut the countdown commenced.

      Archie began swaying. Before long, a soft hum emanated from him. Isabella, her eyes shut as well, also began to move from side to side.

      Daisy was a little surprised. She shut her eyes and thought of Old Man Wood. She tried to imagine him as a young man, full of hope singing the song of the trees on the strange planet he’d mentioned.

      She began swaying and let her mind empty. Much to her surprise, an image of Kemp drifted in, refusing to budge. She shook her head, but decided to run with it anyway to see where it would lead.

      A large roll of thunder boomed around the house, the noise shuddering through them.

      ‘Sssshhh, woohshhhh,’ Isabella began, her voice no more than a whisper.

      Daisy joined in, Kemp’s image gone, her mind blank.

      ‘Hummm, swiff, swishy, wwoooosh,’ Daisy sang, as the vibration of the words moved up through her body, feeling their way through her tendons and into her capillaries.

      Now Archie joined in, this time more enthusiastically, whirring the strange noises in and out of his mouth. He started slowly at first, building up as the song increased in tempo, so that before long he’d made it sound like the wind rushing through leaves.

      Another cackle of thunder.

      ‘Swiffy, swoooosh, swissh, hummmy, whooo, whoooosh.’

      Isabella, her eyes tight, let go of Old Man Wood’s hands and, instinctively, Daisy, and then Archie joined her.

      Together the children stood in front of the embers of the fire and joined hands again.

      Goosebumps ran up their backs.

      The tempo increased, the song getting louder and louder.

      ‘Swwooosh, swiiishshhhhi, swisshshhh, woooosh.’

      Archie, sensing the moment, took the song up an octave, and in no time was consumed by the mesmeric, chanting tones.

      Suddenly, from rather sad embers, the fire exploded into life.

      Isabella and Daisy, without even realising, raised the tune up even further with louder hummy, swishy, and whooshy noises.

      The momentum grew and grew. They unlocked their hands and whirled their arms in the air.

      Rain battered the farmhouse, lightning flashed and thunder crashed.

      ‘Swiffy, hummm swish sshshh. Swiffy swissh whoooosh, swissshshhh hmmm...’

      Louder and louder.

      Daisy suddenly took the piece to a whole new level, roaring the song out. Isabella climbed an octave higher, and as they did, wind flew around the room, sweeping over them.

      Archie opened his eyes. Daisy’s hair stood fully erect on her head and her face had the look of a wild, sea-worn pirate. Her ruddy eyes set off her smooth skin, her face flickered in the firelight, and her concentration was absolute.

      Isabella, by contrast, had tears spilling from of the corners of her eyes.

      The storm outside crashed about, rain lashing violently down onto the tiles of the old building. Flashes of lightning illuminated the room as a massive crack of thunder shook the building.

      A whirring noise, as if a thousand ghosts had swept into the room at once snapped every hair on the children’s bodies to attention.

      Now they flailed their arms around wildly as an extended gust of wind picked up a bundle of papers and littered them around the room like confetti.

      ‘Did anyone open a window?’ Daisy shouted over the din, trembling a little in awe as the wind whirled around her. But her voice was drowned out by the music and the bangs and cracks of thunder.

      The song mellowed. Bits of paper floated gently to floor.

      Daisy and Isabella, soaked in sweat, looked over to Archie, lost amidst the muddle of paper and debris.

      From out of nowhere they saw a fabulous smile spread across his face. And they could hardly believe what they saw, for in his hand was an ancient, stone tablet. On the top, etched in gold, was the emblem of the Tree of Life, a tree with roots that joined with the branches forming a globe.

      ‘Oh, my... oh, my,’ Daisy cried. ‘Look! Isabella! It’s true! The tablet!’

      They said it together:

      
        
        ‘The first you hid in the heart of the house

        ‘That warms you night and day

        ‘Get it out by poking me

        ‘And singing your favourite song along the way.’

      

      

      Archie thumped the air as they jumped up and down. ‘One down, two to go!’ he said.

      And then he turned to the sleeping figure on the sofa and knelt down in front of him. ‘Hey, Old Man Wood, you weren’t so hopeless after all!’
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            Goody Bag

          

        

      

    

    
      Golden brown in colour, hard as steel and inlaid with beautiful scrollwork, the tablet from the fire was roughly the size and weight of a paperback book. As Archie touched it, a cosy tingle, like the warmth of love, burst over him.

      He traced the engraved surfaces, running his fingers along the lines of the symbol of the Tree of Life. Its characteristic swirls mirrored up and down, and he noted that it was the same artwork they had seen on the walls of the cave, and on his knives.

      They passed it round, marvelling at its beauty.

      ‘Look,’ Isabella said, as she handed it carefully over to Archie. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘Well, you should be thrilled to bits that Sue’s alive—’

      ‘And Gus too,’ Daisy added. ‘He’s such a hero.’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Isabella said, beaming. ‘What I meant,’ and she stuttered, trying to find the right words, ‘what I really meant to say, was, thanks.’

      ‘Thanks? For what?’ Daisy replied.

      ‘For not believing a word I was talking about,’ Isabella said.

      ‘We never do, anyway,’ Daisy responded, raising her eyebrows. ‘Here, you have it again, Isabella.’ Daisy said, handing her the tablet and rising from the kitchen table.

      Isabella momentarily looked furious but quickly pulled the tablet to her lips. Just as with Archie, a glow, a rush, a joyful sensation shot into her. It was like a fizz of confidence that pushed her fears and worries sideways.

      Isabella smiled and pulled it to her chest. ‘Look, I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you, I just couldn’t. Now, I can see how massively wrong I’ve been. By the way, where’s the paper you wrote the poems on?’

      Archie pulled it out of his pocket and handed it over.

      Isabella read it and frowned as Daisy returned to the table.

      ‘Looks like there’s a problem?’ Daisy said.

      ‘Just a bit,’ Isabella said, and she proceeded to read the last poem:

      
        
        ‘You have but seven days and nights

        ‘As Earth moves in its cycle.

        ‘From first lightning strike and thunderclap

        ‘The world waits your arrival.’

      

      

      ‘I was right,’ Daisy said. ‘Remember, Archie? I told you I thought we had seven days—’

      Isabella put her hands up. ‘I’ve been holding this whole thing up, haven’t I?’ She bit her lip. ‘And we’ve got to find two more of these little beauties in three days.’

      ‘So?’ Daisy said.

      ‘It took us three days just to find this one.’

      ‘Only because you were poncing about, being all sciencey and dull.’ Daisy said.

      On any other occasion, Isabella would have torn into her. ‘I know, and I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Truly sorry.’

      Daisy smiled and pulled out a bag. ‘We’ll find the next one in the morning. The one about searching for Blabisterberry Jelly, or whatever it’s called. Right now, it’s about time we started to look the part.’

      Daisy reached in and slipped on her metal-rimmed, pink-lens spectacles.

      She tossed the bag to Archie who pulled out a hat and he passed it on to Isabella.

      ‘What is it?’ Isabella asked.

      ‘Just put it on. You too, Archie.’

      ‘Seriously?’ he said. ‘Do I have to?’

      Isabella opened the bag, her face full of questions, and removed the contents.

      ‘Go on,’ Daisy insisted.

      ‘Studded, fingerless, black leather gloves?’

      ‘Absolutely!’ Daisy clapped. ‘Mrs Pye and I have made some adjustments. Same with yours, Archie. Hope they fit.’

      Isabella slipped them on and was amazed to find how comfortable they were. ‘What’s with the stud popper thing in the middle?’

      ‘Oh, that’s a trouser popper. Mrs P’s idea, so your gloves don’t slip off.’

      Isabella didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘Oh, Daisy, I don’t know—’

      Daisy leaned over the table and put a finger to her sister’s lips. ‘Sshh. No more excuses, Bells. If we’re going to save the world, we might as well try and look the part. In any case, it’s time, sister, that you had a bit more bling.’

      Mrs Pye had reinforced Archie’s beret with leather patches for his spike-ends, and added three studs around the rim.

      ‘Oh, you do look handsome, my dear Archie,’ Daisy joked. ‘In a rugged, French-peasant kind of way.’

      Isabella was impressed. ‘That, Daisy, is a very good idea.’

      ‘Yup,’ she agreed. ‘No more getting poked by his hair, right?’ Daisy shot off and returned holding Isabella’s phone.

      Isabella knew exactly what she was thinking and burst out laughing.

      Archie protested, ‘Please, Daisy. What now?’

      ‘I think,’ Daisy said, mischievously, ‘that it’s time for a very special selfie!’

      Moments later as the shutter clicked on the camera, they heard a deep groan. The children turned towards the door.

      ‘Old Man Wood!’ Isabella said.

      They rushed back into the living room, a room they now barely recognised. Paper, canvas, and pictures littered every inch of the floor.

      ‘If Mrs Pye comes in,’ Isabella whispered, ‘she’s going to have a heart attack. It’s a war zone—’

      ‘If we don’t find the remaining tablets, Bells,’ Archie said, ‘then there won’t be a world left in which she can offload her tidiness anger.We’ll deal with it later. Hey, he’s under there—’

      ‘And fast asleep,’ Isabella said.

      Daisy wasn’t so sure. ‘Old Man Wood, are you there?’

      He groaned, and they looked at one another nervously.

      ‘Please, Old Man Wood! Wake up,’ Archie said, his heart thumping in his chest. ‘Please don’t be dead…’

      The old man twisted his head slightly.

      ‘Old Man Wood?’ Archie cried, relief flooding his voice. ‘Thank goodness! You’re back!’

      ‘Careful Arch,’ Daisy said. ‘He’s so drunk on your alcoholic tea he might well spew all over you!’

      ‘Thank you for those lovely, sweet words, Daisy,’ Isabella said, nudging her sister in the ribs. ‘Typically thoughtful, and timely.’

      She moved beside Old Man Wood. ‘Let’s make you comfortable, shall we,’ Isabella said, resting a hand on his forehead. ‘He’s terribly hot. Too hot, almost as if his skin’s prickling,’ she said to the others.

      ‘We should get you to bed, Old Man Wood. Busy day ahead tomorrow. More tablets to find.’

      A flicker crumpled the corner of his mouth. ‘I... I think—’ he whispered before slumping back.

      ‘What?’ Daisy said. ‘You think you’re still a bit—’

      ‘No, Daisy!’ Isabella cut in. ‘He’s been poisoned. Just look at him.’

      The old man’s face was withered and grey and he groaned as he tried to sit up.

      ‘What were you saying?’ Isabella asked, sweetly.

      ‘…you found it,’ Old Man Wood croaked. ‘I knew you would.’

      They smiled widely, delighted, and relieved to hear him speak.

      ‘You must move on to the next task without me. Please, hurry.’

      ‘You’re coming too,’ Archie said. ‘Not sure we can do it on our own.’

      The old man, washed saliva into his mouth and prepared to talk again. ‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ was all he said, closing his eyes.

      Isabella leant down and kissed him on his forehead. Daisy followed.

      ‘Sleep well, Old Man Wood,’ Archie said.

      ‘Let’s see if we can get him up to his bed,’ Isabella said.

      ‘How?’ Archie replied. ‘He’s a very large, heavy man.’

      Daisy nudged him. ‘Oh, come on, Archie. You’re the world’s strongest boy. It’s time you proved it.’

      

      
        
        To be continued…
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            Your Help Really Matters…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear reader,

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoyed part two of my Eden Chronicles series. If you did, please leave a review!  Any review will help me in my measly quest for world domination and, of course, to find new readers!

      

        

      
        So please spare a moment to give Spider Web Powder your REVIEW from the online version of the store where you purchased it. It’s taken me ten years to write the series, but two-minutes of your time would make every hour of that time feel well-spent.

      

        

      
        I’m working on several new projects right now. Your words really will spur me on to finish my next words.

      

        

      
        In advance, a very big thank you.

        Best wishes, as ever,

      

        

      
        James
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            Audiobooks

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eden Chronicles books are being brought to life by award-nominated voice artist Rory Barnett.

      

        

      
        Rory’s voices are amazing… check out his extraordinary range by grabbing your copy today.

      

        

      
        The Power and The Fury and Spider Web Powder are available at most audio-digital outlets:
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        The Power and The Fury—audiobook
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        Spider Web Powder—audiobook
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            Also by James Erith

          

        

      

    

    
      Join my Author list to find out what’s coming up…

      
        
        EDEN CHRONICLES series:
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        TRUTH—Eden Chronicles Prequel—A novella. (ISBN: 978-1910134313)
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        Power & Fury—Eden Chronicles, Book One   (ISBN: 978-1-910134-04-7) The Power and The Fury, narrated by Rory Barnett, is now available in audiobook.
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        Spider Web Powder—Eden Chronicles, Book Two  (ISBN: 978-1-910134-10-8) (Now available on Audiobook)
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        Blabisterberry Jelly—Eden Chronicles, Book Three  (ISBN: 978-1-910134-11-5)
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        The Dragon’s Game—Eden Chronicles, Book Four  (ISBN: 978-1910134245)
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        Eyes of Cain—Eden Chronicles, Book Five  (ISBN: 978-1910134245)
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        The Key—Eden Chronicles, Book Six  (ISBN: 978-1-910134-42-9)
      
      
        
          
            [image: Eden Chronicles Books Set - Books 1-3]
          
        

        Eden Chronicles Books Set—Books 1, 2 3  (ISBN: 978-1-910134-16-0)
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        Eden Chronicles Book Set 2—Books 4, 5, 6  (ISBN: 978-1-910134-32-0)
      
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Time Stamp 2084
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      Set in 2084, and the world is a very different place; artificial intelligence runs everything, life happens through visual and sensual reality, and the world is sanitised, and safe...

      But has it gone too far? Are we no longer human?

      Have we lost our soul?

      When Virtual Reality holiday modeller, Bert Chalmers, discovers the ominous truth of their situation, he must travel back in time to halt the pandemics and the subsequent empowerment of artificial intelligence of the 2020's.

      But he's not travelling back to the beginnings of the internet age as he thinks. He's off to the beginning of mass communication…

      Welcome to 1840 and the dawn of the Penny Post.

      But how will Bert, and his companion, Tor, find a way of immunising the population at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution?

      

      Interested?

      Find out more —> click this link and I’ll keep you updated.

      

      
        
        *Due for release early-mid 2021*

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact Me

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a pile of good stuff about Eden Chronicles on my website and please sign up to my author newsletter for updates, observations and freebies.

      jameserith.com

      

      ..and drop by my Author Facebook page:

      James Erith Author  - Give it a like,

      and follow me on Bookbub.

      

      That would be ace.

      

      Thanks for reading my stories. I look forward to meeting you out there…

      James  xxx

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Gift

          

        

      

    

    
      A little something for you.

      Go to www.jameserith.com and see what ‘pops up’!

      
        
        (For a limited time only)

      

      

      Sign up and I’ll send you the extraordinary story how I discovered the series, how I stumbled upon the more curious elements in the narrative, cover designs conundrums, exotic locations, publishing insights, writing routines, and more.

      See you there.

      James

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Restless after schooling, James traveled and experienced plenty of adventures. He has been shot at, scaled Pyramids, climbed mountains, been through earthquakes, police detained and even swum with beavers. 

      James specialized in getting lost quite a bit, for example; in the Canadian wilderness in bear season, as well as experiencing hypothermia, dysentery, muggings, altitude sickness, thefts, a broken neck, desert breakdowns, etc. 

      Inadvertently these experiences set James to tackle a big writing journey. (If only he’d gone into real adventuring like  old school-friend, Bear…)

      In the 1990s James worked as a journalist for the financial pages of the Yorkshire Post, scooping the infamous Gerald Ratner; ‘Crap’ story. 

      James designed and built gardens for several years in London before upping sticks to a small village between the Dales and the Moors of North Yorkshire. 

      The inspirational landscape of bleak hills, old monasteries, and expansive views were an ideal choice for the setting of the Eden Chronicles series. James commenced writing the series in 2007. 
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