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The eerie glow of the burning torches threw dancing shadows on the rough stone walls of the meeting chamber. The big wooden door creaked open. A robed figure hurried through and rushed over to his assigned place at the large round table from around which twelve pairs of eyes watched him. 

“Now that we are all present,” said the Patriarch, whose beard was the longest by a clear foot. “I hereby convene the final convocation of elders, on this, the fifty-first day of the third quarter of Chemise in the age of Pisces, to...”

“It’s only the forty-eighth day of the third quarter of Chemise,” said the person on his right.

“No, he’s right. It’s the fifty-first,” said someone else.

“Chemise? I thought we were still in Camisole,” said the most elderly elder.

“Camisole! That was three eras ago. Silly old f...”

“Brothers, please,” cried the Patriarch, “I convene this convocation of the elders to confirm the proposal made at our last meeting. 

“Brethren, as the last remaining elders of Iragoth, and before we leave this plane of existence to join with our brothers in the eternal...”

“Oh, get on with it,” someone heckled.

“..Eh-hem... Right... You have all had time to ponder this grave situation. Do we all agree to unite the cypher of the Dragon’s Tome and hide it in the safe and secure repository as discussed at the coffee morning last week?”

“It is really necessary, I suppose? I mean, it is a little drastic, don’t you think?” asked the late arrival.

“Sputillius, we can’t allow the refugees from the other realm to get their hands on it. Their magic is young, and the persecution they suffered for it will taint them for many years to come. They will fill the void we leave here on Lucifria, but they must not be permitted to discover the secrets of the Tome. Its power will corrupt them.”

“Perhaps we could hide it; somewhere here; under a gargoyle, perhaps.”

“Oi! Who told you where I hide my ‘Warlocks and Wagons’ scrolls?”

“No one.”

“Dementius! Warlocks and Wagons! I’d never have thought it.”

“Brethren!” the Patriarch cried. “You have read the signs. If the prophecy is fulfilled and the great evil returns to these lands, the Tome will give it the power to destroy this and all other worlds. That is a legacy we have no right to leave.”

“Quite right! Well said, Septus-Elrik,” said the man at his right, then mumbled to himself about a new hiding place for his scrolls.

“If there is that much at stake it should be destroyed,” said a grumpy-looking, red-faced fellow. “Throw the darn thing in the well.”

“No,” said Septus-Elrik quietly.

“Why not?” asked Red Face. “It’s the only way to be sure of keeping it out of the hands of those who would surely use it for evil.”

“Because,” said Septus-Elrik solemnly. “If the prophecy is fulfilled and the Saviour of Iragoth returns to fight the evil again, he will need the power of the Tome to save the universe from eternal darkness.” 

Everyone sat for a moment, looking silently at each other.

Eventually, Dementius spoke, “Well, I’m with old Septic,” he said.

“Brethren, you have heard the proposition, you will now signify your consent in the usual manner,” said Septus-Elrik. 

Slowly hands began to raise, some reluctantly, but eventually all thirteen elders voted in favour. 

“Then it is agreed. Gentlemen your places, please.”

The old berobed men, all with white hair and beards of varying lengths got to their feet and placed their hands on the table. Septus-Elrik opened a small wooden box in front of him and took out an oval stone inscribed with strange runes, which he placed in the centre of the table. Taking up his position with the others, he closed his eyes and began to chant a rhythmic incantation. 

The others listened for a moment and then joined in one by one. 

When the thirteenth man had joined the chant, a crystal worn on a cord around each of their necks began to glow. Brighter and brighter they shone until a shaft of light burst from the Patriarch’s crystal to the stone in the centre of the table. In a clockwise direction, similar beams came from each of the other twelve jewels in turn, each ray of light pulsating as if something was passing from man to stone. The stone rose into the air revolving slowly as it was endowed with the mystical energy. It too began to glow, like a dynamo-powered bicycle light, the dim glow growing brighter the faster it turned. Gradually the stone started to lose its shape, collapsing in on itself till it was nothing more than a point of piercing light no bigger than a pea. As it hovered in the air, the beams of light ceased pulsating and were reflected onto the table below. Thirteen points of light hit the table, lingering for a moment before starting to rotate. Soon the beams blurred into a cone of bright light that engulfed the whole table. The rays ceased, and a tiny point of white brilliance was left hovering above a disc of pure light. It began to descend, disappearing into the dazzling glare. The disc of light faded, leaving the table as before. The stone was gone.

“No one will find it there,” said Septus-Elrik.

“Well, Septic, let us pray you are right,” said Red-Face.
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“DON’T CALL ME THAT,” Septus-Elrik said irritably.

“Are you sure it’s not still Camisole?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

A Portal in a Storm
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Tom threw off his coat and raced upstairs. His mum shouted a greeting from the kitchen as he tore through the house. In his bedroom, he dragged his already loosened black and green school tie over his head and threw it in the corner by a chest of drawers. His white shirt and charcoal trousers followed. He rescued his jeans from the end of his bottom bunk where they had been discarded the previous night. He put them to his face, inhaling deeply; ‘Hmm, last another couple of days,’ he thought, pulling them on. He picked up his can of deodorant, aimed and pressed the top. It fizzed into silence. 

“Bum,” he said and glancing around the room, saw his brother’s expensive body spray and grabbed it.

After taking a shower in the pricey spray, Tom pulled on a hoody, grabbed his white trainers and ran out of the bedroom.

“Mum, is my blue fleece ready?” Tom asked, bursting into the kitchen.

His mum was putting a casserole dish into the oven. She was wearing a long black dress with silver sparkles and what Tom called her ‘going out face’.

“Are you going out?” he asked, surprised.

“Yes,” Mum replied, hurriedly taking off the apron protecting her best dress. “It’s the Minstrels’ Christmas party at the Witches tonight. Jackie is picking me up at five, so we can go and get the function rooms decorated before the others get there.”

“Oh yeah,” replied Tom, vaguely remembering his parents talking about it the other day. He opened the fridge and surveyed its contents.

“Matt and James will have to sort out the dinner. Your dad’s out at a meeting,” she said, rushing past him. “Oh, look at the time,” she moaned, looking at the clock in the hall. “She’ll be here in ten minutes.”

Tom grabbed the orange juice out of the fridge, slopped some into a cup and followed her, still carrying the carton. “What about my fleece?” he asked.

“It’s in the wash basket,” Mum called.

“I wanted that for tonight, it’s our end of term party at Sam’s.”

“It would still be under your bed where you threw it if I hadn’t rescued it this morning,” Mum said coming back downstairs with her fake fur coat on. Tom thought she looked like a giant poodle but thought it safer not to say anything.

“Bet you made sure Alice’s ballet stuff was ready,” he grumbled.

“Alice puts her things in the wash basket when she’s finished with them, so they get washed straight away. You don’t,” Mum replied. “Look, Tom, I can’t run around after you all the while. You’re old enough to help out around here. I have four of you to look after, and I’m backwards and forwards to your Gran’s all the while. You’ve got that hoody on, put your coat over the top.”

She bustled back into the kitchen in a haze of overpowering perfume and started to write instructions on a pad for her older children to follow.

There was the sound of thunder on the stairs heralding the arrival of a muscly, thick-set youth with a towel wrapped around his waist and dripping hair. He pushed past Tom snatching the juice carton on his way.

“Oi, that’s my deodorant, you git,” James shouted as the fragrance registered in his brain.

“Only borrowed it,” Tom said, running up the hall. “Ow!” He wasn’t quick enough to avoid the whip of James’ towel as he flicked it, catching the younger brother painfully on the back of his leg.

“JAMES!” shrieked Mum, coming back into the hallway and seeing a little more of her son than she would have liked to. “Cover yourself up, Alice is in the living room.”

James wrapped the towel around his waist, grinning. “Mum, why do you look like a giant poodle?” 

Tom heard the slap from the living room where he had gone, rubbing his sore leg. Matt, Tom’s eldest brother, was sat playing snakes and ladders on the floor by the Christmas tree with their little sister.

“Hey, nipper! You in trouble again?”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “But I think James is in more.”

“What you done this time?” asked Matt.

“Just borrowed a bit of deodorant. Anyway, if he leaves his stuff lying around my room, what does he expect?”

“It’s his room too. You’d soon start moaning if he nicked your stuff.”

“Yeah, s’pose,” Tom mumbled, looking down at his shoes. “Hate sharing a room.”

“Well, you won’t have too for much longer. Stick it out till February, and you can have my room,” Matt said.

“I’d rather share and have you here,” Tom said.

“I know mate. But it’s only during term time, and uni has long holidays.”

“I don’t want you to go away, Matty,” said the girl sadly.

“I won’t be away long, Alice. You won’t notice I’ve gone.”

“Will,” she sulked.

“Hey! Watch yourself out there tonight, Tom,” Matt said. “There was some trouble in town last night, some kids were attacked by a bloke, it was on the news. Stay with your mates, OK.

“Have you got money for food and stuff?” 

“Yeah, I’m good,” Tom smiled.

“Got your mobile? Good. Any trouble call me, OK?”

“K.” 

“Go on, have fun.”

Tom grabbed his parka from the hook by the front door and shouted goodbye to his family, but only got one reply and then went out into the chilly night. As he closed the squeaky front gate and started down the road, he thought about what it would be like when Matt had gone, and he was left with James and Alice. Mum was always so busy running around after Alice, managing the house, and looking after dad and four children, as well as caring for Gran. Gran lived in the next street, but since she’d had a stroke last year, she could not cope on her own. Every day, mum went around to help her get washed and dressed, do a bit of cleaning and shopping, and make her meals. When she wasn’t busy with the family, she was out with the Marsham Minstrels, an amateur dramatic group who put on musical shows for charity.

Dad was always out. If he wasn’t at work, he was at a town or parish council meeting, or it was the Rotary club, or going to rugby or ice hockey with James. 

Matt was the oldest at almost nineteen and the only one who seemed to enjoy spending any time with Tom. He was going to Plymouth University in February. Having been sponsored by a local software company he spent his first term doing work experience, but in another couple of months, he started his course properly. 

James was two years younger and an apprentice carpenter, who spent most of his free time either playing sports or trying to get into pubs with his mates. Fortunately, he wasn’t much good at the latter and usually ended up coming home early smelling of chips.

Next came Tom, fourteen-years-old and feeling neglected. He had enjoyed all the attention as the youngest child until he was nine when his world was turned upside down by the birth of his sister, Alice. Tom had loved being the centre of attention, it made him feel important; special. But, as he walked towards the common, he was blissfully unaware that he was indeed special and very important. More important than he could possibly imagine.

When Tom reached the top of the high street, he found his friends, Ollie and Jack waiting for him outside Sam’s.

“We always end up waiting for you,” Ollie said as Tom approached.

“I have further to go than you two,” Tom retorted.

“You should start out earlier then.”

“And you should wash your mush after scoffing a chocky spread sandwich,” Tom shot back. Instinctively Ollie wiped his mouth on his sleeve. Tom and Jack laughed. “You’re gross.” 

They started through the gate into the courtyard which once housed the town’s war memorial. ‘Sam’s’ was an old converted church that was closed down and sold about five years ago. The big stone cross with the names of the townspeople who died in the First World War, along with two stone plaques displaying the names of those who died in the Second World War, were moved to the new memorial gardens on the old brewery site. The church was sold to Sam, a retired army sergeant, who converted it into a ten-pin bowling alley, amusement arcade and cafe. It was the place where most of the kids who couldn’t blag their way into the clubs went. Sam was quite happy to let all the local youth hang out there without spending much, providing they abided by his rules; no booze, no drugs and no trouble. If you kept to these rules, Sam let you do pretty much as you wanted.

Inside the doorway, a group of girls were busy checking in their coats, chattering and giggling as they did so. Near the back of the group, a slight girl with jet black hair and the darkest brown eyes looked around and caught Tom’s eye. She gave him the merest hint of a smile, then looked away quickly, hoping her friends hadn’t seen. She got away with it. Tom, however, did not.

“Hello,” said Jack, nudging him.

“Shut it,” Tom said and went up to the cloakroom attendant. Jack and Ollie looked at each other and sniggered.

About three hours later the three friends emerged from the club singing along to the Christmas song which followed them out through the big open doors. The words the boys sang were not the same as those on the CD, but the raucous chorus from inside echoed their colourful lyrics.

The courtyard was populated by little groups of people huddled against the cold, some of whom were smoking and some couples in the darkest corners doing what couples usually do in the darkest corners. Tom looked back towards the doors as if trying to get a last glimpse of something, or someone inside.

“Looking for someone to take into the shadows by any chance?” asked Jack slimily.

“Bog off,” came his reply.

“Charming,” said Jack. “Hey, Pete! You’re not supposed to unwrap your present till Christmas morning.” The others looked to see where he was looking and found one of their school friends trying to remain inconspicuous with a year nine girl. The young man’s lips remained firmly attached to those of his girlfriend’s like a particularly strong suction cup, and he answered Jack with a rather rude hand gesture.

The three friends turned laughing to go out of the wrought iron gate, as a tall, bald man, darkly dressed, barged right through them as if they weren’t there.

“Oi! Watch it,” Tom exclaimed. The man turned and for a second fixed him with piercing black eyes, before looking down at his glowing palm. Tom assumed he had a mobile phone, though he could not see it clearly.

The man looked from his device back to Tom, then at the other people in the courtyard, his eyes darting from one group to the next. “It’s close,” he mumbled. “It’s here somewhere,” and with that, he turned and strode into the club.

“And they say kids have no manners,” said Ollie, and they left.

On the way home, Tom’s mind started to wander away from Jack and Ollie’s banter. He liked the run-up to Christmas better than Christmas Day itself. There was a magic in the air that seemed to lift his spirit. He could feel it surging through the cold air. He would not have been in the least bit surprised if Santa himself flew down and landed his sleigh right next to them to ask for directions to the nearest reindeer servicing depot.

“Hello. Is there anyone home?” said Jack smacking Tom round the back of the head with his woolly hat.

“Hey! Dipstick,” Tom exclaimed suddenly returning from his daydreaming.

“Are you in or what?”

“In what or what?” asked Tom.

“Is the weather nice on your planet?” said Jack looking at his bemused friend in wonder. “You haven’t heard a word we’ve said, have you?”

“Er. No. Sorry,” said Tom trying hard to recall any snippets of conversation.

“I think you had one too many slushies,” said Ollie. “It’s frozen your brain.” He and Jack smiled at each other, Tom looked a little embarrassed, he was always disappearing into his own little world of daydreams. He liked it there, even if he did miss the odd conversation.

“We were talking about meeting up on Thursday. I’m off to London tomorrow for a couple of days for the pre-Christmas shopping spree, and Ollie’s going to his Nan’s for Christmas, back on Boxing Day - you know - the ‘family thing.’ So we’re meeting up at Sam’s on Thursday at 12.” 

“Yep. Count me in,” Tom answered.

The boys came to the edge of the common and stopped walking. Tom climbed on to the two-bar fence that skirted the common and sat facing the others.

“Will Kelly be at Sam’s on Thursday then Tom?” Jack asked, nudging Ollie. They grinned.

“What?” said Tom quickly. His insides turned a somersault when he heard the name.

“You know Kelly, she’s the girl in Mrs Price’s class at school,” Jack said. “Remember? The one who gave you that Christmas card at the burger bar, that card you shoved inside your top hoping no one noticed. The girl you haven’t been able to take your eyes off all night.” Tom was just glad it was dark, and the others couldn’t see the deep shade of red he could feel his face turning.

“Give us a look,” said Ollie making a grab for Tom’s jacket.

“Gerroff. Whoa!” Tom shouted. He knocked the other boy’s hand away and, losing his balance, started to fall backwards. Just in time, Jack grabbed his parka and pulled him back.

“Cheers Bud,” Tom said, pulling his coat back into shape, then scowling at Ollie, he said, “Git.” All three started laughing.

“Well,” said Ollie. “At least we know what you want to find in your stocking when you wake up on Christmas morning.”

“Shut up, you muppet. She is just a friend, that’s all.”

“Yeah, OK,” Jack said smirking. “Right I’m going in now, I’m getting cold out here.”

“Yep, see you Thursday. Hope the big guy brings you what you want,” Tom said, smiling. His friends laughed, and the boys said their goodbyes, two walking down the street towards their homes, only a few hundred yards away. Tom watched them go for a few seconds then swung his legs over the fence and started walking across the common. Smiling to himself he began to dream about Kelly, a log cabin with a big open fire and for some reason which he couldn’t quite work out, a large leather-bound book with a picture of a dragon on the cover. The book always seemed to make an appearance in his dreams. He tried to put it to the back of his mind, but it didn’t want to go, so it remained on a little table by the fire in front of which he and Kelly sat on a fluffy rug that looked like mum’s coat, playing snakes and ladders.

The common was quite big. It took Tom almost fifteen minutes to follow the path to the other side where his house stood in a road of semi-detached houses very much like the ones in which Jack and Ollie lived. They only lived three doors away from each other and were probably in the warm raiding their respective fridges by now. 

During the summer months, it took Tom half the time to get across the common. He took the direct route across the grass, over the brook that dried up to little more than a trickle, up the bank on the other side and he could appear through a gap in the hedge almost opposite his own drive. But in the winter the grassy expanse turned to marshland. If you tried to squelch your way across, you’d risk losing a trainer. 

The path wound through the common with lampposts at regular intervals throwing their yellow light on to the tarmac and surrounding grass. It led to the centre where there stood a small copse and a bridge over the brook. On the far side of the bridge was a wooded area that Tom did not like very much. There were no lights here, and he always felt a sense of anxiety. He felt silly, but there was definitely something creepy about the place. The way the shadows moved made him think something was skulking around the bushes, and always the eerie feeling that somewhere someone was watching him. Tom would always break into a sprint at the top of the hill to try and outrun his imagination. Running over the bridge and on till he reached the next lamppost on the other side of the darkness where the feelings of fear left him almost as quickly as they came.

Tom went along the path and into the copse; the slope down to the bridge was about twenty yards away. He was just getting ready to start his run when he heard a loud crackling sound. Suddenly the light just behind him exploded showering fragments of glass over the path. Tom jumped a clear foot into the air, spinning around as he did so. The area around him was now plunged into darkness. Scanning the gloom for a clue as to what caused the light to explode, he backed away to the reassuring glow from the next lamp, but as he did so another bang behind him shattered that light too, then the next. Tom’s heart began to race, he was standing in total darkness now, but still, the electrical crackling sound filled the air and with it came a sulphury smell. For a moment, Tom froze in fear before the panic finally set in, and he began to sprint towards the bridge and home to safety. 

Tom ran faster than ever down the slope towards the bridge, his heart pounding so loud he could hear it as adrenaline surged through his body. He reached the bridge with a loud thud as his foot landed on the wooden boards, four strides, and he would start upwards again. 

Or at least that’s what should have happened, but as his other foot struck the wood, he stopped. It wasn’t intentional, he didn’t bump into anything he just stopped, frozen like a statue with one foot on the bridge and the other one stretched out to take the next step. Tom could not move. It was as if someone had pressed his pause button. But although he was unable to move, he was fully aware of what was happening. His mind momentarily tried to make sense of an impossible situation before being distracted by what was happening around him. All around blue sparks flashed like miniature bolts of lightning streaking through the air, some striking the bridge charring the wood and leaving it smouldering red with wisps of smoke dancing in the still air. But, as the lightning became more frequent, the stillness was disturbed by a strong wind that came from nowhere and roared through the trees and bushes. Leaves and debris from the ground were borne by the wind into the air swirling all around. Although Tom could hear this going on around him and could vaguely see it in the light from the bursts of static electricity, he could feel none of it. The debris stirred up by the wind was all around him but came nowhere near him as if he were in the centre of a protective bubble. Then just before his face, a tiny point of brilliant white light appeared, quickly expanding into a sphere about fifteen feet in diameter, engulfing the boy in its brilliance. 

Tom could feel his heart beating hard with the fear and incomprehension of it all. He wanted to scream but couldn’t; he realised that he wasn’t even able to breathe, but his lungs were not fighting for air. In his panic, he thought he would explode. There was something else in the sphere of light. He was not alone. A dark figure was gliding rapidly towards him. As it rushed past, Tom noticed it wore a hooded cloak. It seemed unaware of him and disappeared into the light. A second later, there was an enormous bang like a clap of thunder, and the light was gone. With a great gasp, Tom’s lungs filled with air and his legs started running again - only now there was no bridge beneath his feet. In fact, there was nothing beneath his feet at all. He hung in the air for a split second like a cartoon character who had run off the edge of a cliff; then he fell. His body hit something hard, which splintered and gave way. He dropped a little further. His body hit something else. It too was hard, but it did not give way. Tom lay motionless with broken planks on top of him, and there he stayed, unconscious for the rest of the night.
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Chapter 2

Breakfast with the Professor
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“You there! What manner of creature are you?”

The rather high pitched voice that shrilled consciousness back into Tom was accompanied by a painful prod just below the left shoulder blade. Tom groaned and rolled over slightly, opening his eyes. Through his blurred vision, he could make out a tall thin figure. It sprang back when Tom moved. He managed to raise himself up on to one elbow, it was a struggle because it seemed that every part of him hurt as soon as he moved.

“I’ll ask you again. What are you?” demanded the prodder.

“What do you mean, ‘What am I?’” said the boy massaging his aching ribs. “I’m Tom. Where am I?”

“What is a ‘Tom?’ I don’t know that species,” said the man impatiently and prodded him again with what turned out to be a walking stick. He started back again when Tom flailed out with his arm to ward off the offending article.

Tom’s eyes were beginning to clear now, and he could see his tormentor more clearly. He was a rather elderly man, tall, very thin with white hair that appeared to have had an argument with itself about which direction it wanted to go, so it went in every direction. He was wearing a maroon cravat, dark waistcoat with a long-tailed jacket over the top and pinstriped trousers. Tom noticed that the strange man’s clothes were tatty and full of repairs and patches.

Tom hauled himself to his feet and swayed unsteadily for a moment. The man was clearly agitated, stepping from one foot to another like a small child in need of the toilet. He ventured a little closer, brandishing his walking stick in front of him like a sword. He looked with great interest at Tom, or at least at parts of Tom. His ears, the top of his head, his mouth, his feet and even his backside.

“I see no pointy ears or horns. No fangs or hooves. No tail. Are you a Lycanthropoid?”

“A what!” Tom exclaimed.

“Lycanthropoid! Lycanthropoid!” 

Tom looked blank.

“One who has been infected with Lycanthropy...” then with exasperation at Tom’s blank look, “A werewolf,” he cried. “No, you are fully dressed, and anyway the full moon was more than a week ago.”

“I’m just a normal human kid.”

“You’re... you’re human!” the man said, staring at him.

“Of course I’m human,” said Tom rubbing the back of his neck.” What did you think I was; a duck?” He looked up and saw a shaft of daylight pouring through a hole in the roof, then looking around him found he was in a barn of some sort with a few bales of straw against one wall. There were bits of old rusty farm equipment around, an old fashioned plough, the kind you see at the summer county show, drawn by large horses with polished brass on their harnesses. In the centre of the barn was something about the size of a large car or van covered in a big brown tarpaulin.

“Are you sure you ARE human, Hmm? Not a Polyprosopus?” said the man backing up again.

“A ploppy what?”

“Polyprosopus...Poly, Many - Prosupus, face... A shapeshifter,” the man shrilled.

“You’re having a laugh,” Tom replied aghast.

“I can assure you, young...er...whatever you are, I find nothing amusing about your presence here. You have quite ruined the roof of my larger workshop, just a few short weeks after having had it repaired following a somewhat volatile experiment with a lightning conductor, several yards of copper pipe and a vat of beetroot brandy.

“If you are indeed human, I suppose you were dropped by a gryphon or some such, eh — no doubt taking you back to her nest to feed her cubs. Then I expect you decided to stay here till the curfew was lifted. Am I correct?”

Tom started towards the door, limping rather badly. He stopped, bent to remove a three-inch splinter of wood from his trainer, then carried on without the limp. “I think you’ve had too much of that brandy you were on about,” he said. He stopped again and turned to look at the man. “Where are we?” 

“This is my cottage, on the hill off Incubus Road.”

“Incubus Road?” Tom shrugged.

“It’s on the outskirts of Malgoria, to the east.”

Tom shrugged again and shook his head. 

“You have never heard of Malgoria? Where have you come from?”

“Marsham,” Tom replied. “Berkshire.”

“Berkshire!” the man exclaimed. “In England?”

“Yes,” said Tom feeling increasingly uneasy.

“Oh, my heavens. Oh you poor boy,” he man sat down heavily on a wooden crate, his expression immediately changing to one of sympathy. He looked at Tom for a few moments with sad blue eyes. “I am afraid you will not see your home again, my boy,” he said quietly.

“What do you mean?” Tom cried. “I’m going home now.” He walked to the door and opened it.

“No!” exclaimed the man. “Wait. You can’t go out before the curfew is lifted or you will be arrested.”

Tom was already outside. He found himself in a small snow-covered farmyard. There was a little thatched cottage opposite and several smaller buildings, some stone and some, like the one he had just emerged from, were made entirely of wood. Chickens ran around the yard and in and out of a coop at the top end where a gated fence separated the yard from a small paddock. Here a stable stood, with doors leading both from the yard and the paddock. A somewhat elderly horse was gazing out to see what all the noise was, snorting his steamy breath at him.

At the other end of the yard, a fence and gate separated the yard from a lane. On the other side of the road, a thick hedge stood with the odd tree here and there.

“They’ll take you to the monastery if you’re found,” said the man.

Tom turned around. “You’re crazy. There isn’t a monastery for miles, and that’s only a ruin.”

“If you’ll just let me explain. There are things you do not understand.”

“I understand that I’m going home,” Tom said, opening the gate.

“Please,” the old man pleaded. “Listen to me. The curfew will be lifted in less than an hour. Now if you would just accompany me into my house, we’ll have a spot of breakfast and a nice cup of tea, I’ll try to explain where we are, and then, when it is safe to do so, you may, if you wish, leave with my blessing. I intend you no harm, nor do I wish any trouble to befall you... An hour...That’s all I ask, and I’ll answer your questions.”

Tom looked at the old man and saw genuine concern on his face. Now they were out in the daylight he could see that the man seemed quite frail as he stood there wringing his hands. He shut the gate. “Alright. An hour, then I’m going home.”

“Thank you,” said the man with relief. He took out a red and white handkerchief and dabbed his forehead. “This way, please.”

The old man led Tom into the little cottage. Once he stepped through the stable style door, he found himself in an old fashioned farmhouse kitchen complete with a huge porcelain butler
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