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    To my mother. Wish you were here.
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Chapter 1
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I closed the cover of my e-reader, sighed, pushed my glasses up my nose, then glanced out of the airplane window. It was still sea and clouds, but the flight map I’d been following diligently for the last two hours showed that our twenty-seven-hour flight from Auckland to London was nearly over. There was only fifteen minutes to go.

My father leant forward, trying to see out of my tiny window. When he saw me looking at him, he gave me a sad but encouraging smile and went back to reading his book. I tried to guess what he was thinking, what was making him look so upset. To be honest, it wasn’t difficult – the last time he did this; it was with my mother.

I began an internal debate about what I should do. How I should comfort him. Perhaps hold his hand? Or tell him I understood – because I did understand. Kind of. Because I hurt too.

But I didn’t do either of those things. Just like I hadn’t for the last year. I wasn’t strong enough to deal with his pain and mine at the same time.

Instead, I looked down at the large, black leather covered journal in front of me. Its white pages were still blank, ready to capture any stories, feelings, or thoughts that might come from this five-week trip around the UK. I opened it to see the copy of our itinerary printed out and taped to the inside of the front cover, proud of how it was perfectly centred and how the tape holding it was perfectly straight. I had neatly formatted it with five columns: date of arrival, date of departure, number of days at each location, the location itself and what we planned to see. Four of the locations were in bold.

The now familiar feeling of tears fought through my exhaustion and threatened to surface. I ran a finger over the words on the page, memories making those tears harder to hold back. My mother had insisted that we’d build this trip around my sixteenth birthday. Which was just over two weeks away. She said we had to be at the place she and dad lived when they adopted me – this tiny village in north Wales – that it would be stupid to go all this way and not see the place where all their dreams came true.

I had humoured her. The story of my adoption was something I’d grown up with. Most of the time, it didn’t worry me. I had two loving parents and a wonderful life on the other side of the world from where I was born. But sometimes I wondered about the family that gave me away. Why? What was so wrong with me? Why didn’t they want to raise me themselves? Then mum would say something that reminded me how special I was to them. And dad would laugh and smile in his quiet, supportive way. And I’d forget about the small hole in my heart that told me someone had given me away because I wasn’t good enough.

Porth Dewr. The place where I spent the first few months of my life was in bold on my perfectly formatted itinerary. The other three places highlighted were the base of the first two weeks of our journey – St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, Bath Cathedral in Bath, and Tintern Abbey in Wales. Mum didn’t care what else we did; we had to go to those four places. So, I made them bold. To remind me.

Dad and I had fleshed out the rest of the trip – I wanted to go to Oxford and Cambridge, he wanted to go to Cornwall and Liverpool. We both wanted to go to Stonehenge and York. Before I knew it, the five-week itinerary was complete, and mum and dad had sorted all the details.

I closed the journal and bit back my tears. The reason mum had dictated places for us to go to was because she wasn’t going to be with us. Because the cancer that had been consuming her would take her months after we agreed on our travel plans.

She should’ve been here with us. She should’ve been sitting between dad and me, laughing with dad about memories from the last time they had made this flight nearly twenty years ago. And she should’ve been preparing me for this journey, my first outside of New Zealand.

But she wasn’t.

The captain’s voice came through the speakers, telling us that the plane was ready to land. His neutral, nothing voice helped me blink away any thought of crying as the panic of crashing into a ball of flames overtook me. I stacked my e-reader and journal, put them on my lap, and flicked up my little table.

“You ready?” Dad asked from beside me, and I nodded. He smiled and took my hand.

I nearly had a panic attack as we left Auckland when I realised it made no sense how something so big as the airplane I was on could stay up in the air. Thankfully, dad got me through it. As he did at each stopover on the way here. And as he was doing now. Quietly and calmly telling me to concentrate on my breathing, to look only at the back of the seat in front of me, to not worry each time the plane dropped for no apparent reason. I only let out a small yelp when the thump of the wheels hitting the tarmac made the plane shudder, but I didn’t let dad’s hand go until we rolled into our gate.

After what seemed like hours, we’d gotten through Heathrow and taxied to our hotel. While sitting in the back of one of the famous London black cabs, I relaxed a bit. Once we got off the motorway, we passed the stereotypical rows of houses and a couple of busy narrow main streets full of alien shop fronts. Our hotel was on the outskirts of central London but was one of the many international chains that had made the suburb a desired place to stay – close to the train, near to the airport but far enough not to be in the flight path and a new mall built within walking distance. What more could a tourist want?

As I waited for dad and the friendly taxi driver to get our luggage out, this little sparrow hopped down in front of me. It looked up and chirped, its head constantly turning so it could see me. I smiled at it, marvelling at how it seemed totally oblivious to the couple of suitcases put down near to it. Instead of hopping out of the way, it came closer, twittering madly. As I pulled up the handle of my suitcase, a couple more birds joined the first – all looking at me, all chirping to each other.

I had a thing with birds. I don’t understand it or can explain it, but I accept it.  Just like with this little group of sparrows at my feet, looking at me as if I was their leader.

Dad had finished paying the cab driver, so we were ready to go. I smiled once more at the birds, who then flew off as one. Too tired to care, I shrugged and followed dad into the lobby.

Most of our accommodation for the trip had two bedrooms – one for parents, one for children. We’d agreed that we’d swap, although I had offered to always have the kids room. Mum and dad voted me down. Just as they voted me down – after a heated debate – when we found out we could only get a one-bedroom place in our first hotel because of some conference or something. Dad had insisted he’d have the sofa bed in the living area while I had the separated room. To be honest, I was secretly glad. It meant that for the three days we were in London, I had my own private space.

I dropped my new purple suitcase onto the bed, with my equally new purple backpack next to it, then went to the window. We were on the twenty-third floor, so it had a good view, even in the late afternoon, autumn dullness. Exhausted, I fell into one of the two armchairs that looked out of the window. Moments later, dad came and told me he was just going to have a quick walk to find out where the train station was in readiness for our trip into the city tomorrow. I gave him a distracted nod then went back to watching commuters going about their lives.

Realising my blank staring out of the window would not get me clean, I gathered my limited energy, hauled myself out of the armchair, and went back to my backpack on the bed. First, I got out my journal, pen, and e-reader – the three most important things in my life. Putting them all on the beside cabinet, I then opened my case and got my toiletries and a change of clothes.

The shower felt so good! For a moment or two, I just stood there and let the hot water run over me before using the hotel’s shower gel to remove two days of grime. Clean and feeling better than I had in ages, I saw my reflection in the shower door. Frowning at my rolls of fat and my pale, white skin, I quickly turned away. Mum used to say I had an hourglass figure others would die for. ‘Good things came in small packages’ she would tell me. I just knew I was short, with a belly, large thighs, and boobs.

Sighing, my hand went to the bit of green stone that lay proudly on my breastbone. Dark, forest green with a thin stream of orange snaking from the top to the bottom, the pounamu – New Zealand greenstone – was cool to the touch. It was about the length and width of my thumb, thick and heavy. Mum had it made for me and explained it was a toki, a Māori symbol of strength and courage. I’d worn it from the moment she gave it to me a few months before she died, hoping some of its strength and courage would seep into me. It hadn’t.

Blinking back tears that never seemed far away, I put my clothes on, hiding all my flaws from sight. Towel drying my short black hair in front of the mirror, I ran my hands over the cropped back, then repositioned the longer fringe so it sat just over my left eyebrow.

Seeing my gold-green eyes staring back at me made me pause. When people ever told me I was pretty, I never believed them. It didn’t happen that often, and it was usually either mum or dad, but still. The most comments I got, though, were about my eyes. And in my heart, I agreed with them. They were so unusual – more gold than green – and just the right size and shape for my face. Plus, I had naturally dark, long eyelashes. Not as thick and long as the current trend of false lashes, but thick enough.

Dad hadn’t returned yet, so I made myself comfortable on my bed and opened my e-reader. I really wanted to finish the book I had started when we left Auckland, but my eyes got heavy, making it difficult to keep them open. I thought I’d close them just for a moment, rest them before dad came back.

And promptly fell asleep.

I woke to darkness, except for a line of light from under my door and the muffled sound of the TV. Dad had removed my e-reader and glasses, laid me down, and covered me with a blanket. Putting my glasses back on, I saw it was only seven-thirty-five on the red glowing clock next to the lamp on the bedside table. My stomach let out a hungry growl, so I made my way out of my room.

Dad was sitting on the couch that he’d already made up as his bed. He was still in the comfy tracksuit pants he’d worn for the flight but had on a different t-shirt and socks, telling me he’d showered, too. He looked up at me as I walked in and grinned, putting down the remote control. I returned his smile and sat next to him – close but not touching. Always close, but not close enough.

I hid my sigh. He was trying. We both were trying. But it was so hard. He wasn’t mum. I knew that logically. Just as I knew I didn’t want him to be her, to replace her. I wanted him to be himself. Except with mum, I could talk to her for hours and share things I couldn’t share with anyone else. I didn’t know how to do that with dad.

I glanced at him as he told me about how we were going to St. Paul’s tomorrow, his calm, steady voice so familiar that a wave of affection flowed through my heart. He was all I had now.

I thought about the promise I’d made to myself so many times since mum died, the promise to trust dad with my secrets. With my fears. To let him in. For the next five weeks it was only him and me. It was now or never.
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I know there’s power – energy – in the world, something bigger than me. It wasn’t God. I had given up on God long before I had to watch my mother die of cancer. But there was something I couldn’t explain that flowed through me whenever I stood next to a hidden river, or on a wild beach, or surrounded by ancient trees with birds singing and calling to each other above. At those times, I would just stop, close my eyes, and feel the surrounding tingle of magic soothe and restore me.

And all logic would disappear.

The day mum died, one of dad’s friends drove me out to my favourite beach and let me hide in the dunes on the blustery winter’s day, watching the surf crash with relentless force before me. I was there for hours, numb with pain. The beach mirrored me – dull and heavy with grief. But there had been something else there that day, a force that gave me the strength to go back home and help dad organise my mother’s last journey. I never talked to him about it, though I told my counsellor, and she thought the feeling was my need for answers and my logic was trying to make sense of something that seemed so senseless.

But I didn’t tell my counsellor everything. I didn’t tell her about the kāhu, one of the few birds of prey we have in New Zealand. And I didn’t tell her how this hawk landed within an arm’s reach before me; his rusty feathers being blown by the wind. How he looked at me, his black eye not blinking, and told me that mum was at peace. In a voice that I’ll never forget, he said I needed to stay true to myself and her memory. 

The bird didn’t speak, of course. I knew it was just my mind reliving the conversations I had been having with mum near the end. I told no one about it because you rarely see a kāhu on the beach. And the kāhu should never come as close as it did. Most of all, it was a piece of magic I wanted to keep to myself.

Now, on the other side of the world, I was experiencing a different type of magic. Standing alongside hundreds of other tourists, staring up at a dome created by men centuries ago, I felt something that made no sense. The beauty and majesty of St. Paul’s Cathedral had swept me away with its massive arches, marble columns, and rows of stained-glass windows. History surrounded me, and its magnificence took my breath away. I felt almost spiritual, like I could speak and mum could hear me. Because she was right here, watching. Because here, on this spot, was close to wherever you go when you die.

My eyes prickled with tears, so I looked down at my feet and willed away the emotions that filled my heart. My hand felt for the toki that sat sheltered under my sweatshirt, its familiar shape helping move the tears away, and after a couple of deep breaths, I was ready to continue.

Dad had gone to do the tour of the dome, something that hadn’t appealed to me at all. The idea of walking up five hundred and twenty-eight steps was just absurd. Instead, I had spent the time exploring the cathedral on my own, trying hard to ignore the hundreds of other tourists exploring the cathedral alongside me.

There were fifteen minutes to go before our agreed meeting time, so I searched for somewhere to sit. My mind was racing with stories and thoughts desperate to escape my brain and onto paper. I got myself as comfortable as I could on one of the plain wooden seats that sat in rows at the nave, facing the amazing quire, which is where the choir assembled. I extracted my journal and pen from my bag and wrote, christening the blank pages with words.

Lost in concentration, I glanced up in thought and noticed a man in clergy-type robes watching me. Slipping into full worse-case scenario mode, my brain went straight to crazy monks, stranger-danger and getting murdered on my first day in London. I then countered with the fact that he was a member of the clergy and, therefore, someone I could theoretically trust. Plus, he probably wasn’t even looking at me, right?

I shrugged to myself and went back to my journal, ignoring him and returning to the short story I had been writing. Until he sat down in the row before mine, making me jump.

“I am sorry,” he apologised, his voice soft, clear, and clipped. Like someone from the royal family. “I did not mean to startle you.”

“That’s okay,” I replied, heat tinging my cheeks as I wondered why he was talking to me, my worst-case scenarios returning with friends.

But he looked so friendly. His face was round with sparkling blue eyes and a thin layer of hair around his ears, which was so grey and faint you could just see it. His eyebrows were bushy, long, and dark, with a few long, scraggly grey hairs poking out. Plus, he had dimples. How can you not trust someone with dimples? His brown, shapeless robe looked rough and ancient and nothing like the other clergy I’d seen when I’d been walking around.

“You seem so lost in what you were writing,” he continued with a gentle smile. “It makes my heart sing. Are you here alone?”

“No,” I told him curtly. “I’m here with my father.”

“I see,” he carried on, oblivious to my shortness, his friendly smile still on his face. “You remind me of a young lady I know. A dear, dear friend who, it seems, has secrets. You look so much like her.”

“Oh.”

“Such a lovely young Welsh lass,” he said wistfully. 

“I was born in Wales,” I blurted out before realising telling this stranger my birthplace was not the best thing to do.

“Were you?” His smile seemed to falter as a frown creased his forehead. “You do not sound very Welsh.”

“We left when I was a baby,” I explained, then kicked myself at my unnecessary share.

He nodded absently, looking away before muttering under his breath, “well, there you go then.”

“Can I help you with something?” I asked politely.

He paused; his twinkling blue eyes boring into me. But in moments, he beamed.

“I have been a gatekeeper of this holy ground for many years,” he said, “and it always gives me joy when I see someone in tune with this special place. You, my dear, look so content and at peace.”

“I am, I guess,” I confessed. “it’s incredible. Even with all these people here.”

“Yes,” he chuckled. “The number increases constantly. I often wonder just how many there are outside these walls now. However, if I am honest, I do not want to know.”

I just smiled at his weird comment. After a moment, he continued.

“Sometimes, when solitude is so difficult to find, it is my memories that bring me peace. When you are my age, my memories are vast, especially of those who are no longer with me. Those who have a special place in my heart always bring calm at moments when I need it the most.”

He was watching me, his words opening the still present wound in my heart. I glanced at my journal to hide my tears and saw the itinerary staring back at me. Blinking hard, I wondered, yet again, when will the pain go away?

“I am so sorry, child,” he soothed, resting an aged hand on my shoulder. I took a deep breath before looking back at him.

“That’s okay,” I reassured him. “I’m alright.”

“Yes, you are,” he said, making me smile with him. He paused, patting my shoulder like I’d known him all my life. He pointed at ‘Tintern Abbey’ with a short, stubby finger as I looked back at my itinerary. “I see you are going to Tintern. A friend of mine is there. It would be awfully wonderful if you happened to meet him.”

“Oh, I don’t know –”

“He is a fine fellow,” the monk mused before leaning back and scrutinising me. Feeling awkward, I went to excuse myself, but he sat forward once more and reached inside his robes. “Here, I would like to give you something –”

“Oh, no,” I cut in, shutting my journal with a snap and jamming it into my bag. “No, that’s okay. I... I don’t think –”

“Please, do not be startled,” he said, his hands once more out in the open. “It is just a small token.”

“Um, we can get it from the gift shop,” I told him. “My father will be back any minute.”

“This, you cannot purchase,” he gently informed me, my panic being replaced by curiosity. “It is a part of this land, a relic, if you like, of a time long gone by when this place was just a mound with a small place of worship on its sacred earth. It is a gift.”

He handed me a small stone about the size of my big toe, smooth and oval, in the shade of honey. Scratched on one side was a ‘X’ shaped symbol. The etch was small and just visible, yet so obvious at the same time.

I rolled the gift over in my hand, marvelling at how smooth it felt, even with the mark on it. And it was warm to the touch, close to being uncomfortable.

“It’s beautiful,” I mused out loud, before remembering my manners and went to hand it back, “but I can’t accept this. It’s yours.”

“Please, it would be a great honour for you to accept this small offering,” he insisted, folding my hand over the small stone in the centre of my palm. “After all, the symbol upon the rune means ‘gift’.”

“Is everything alright here, Jane?”

I looked up from the friendly blue eyes of my new friend to the concerned face of my father. I jerked my hand away from the monk and stood, aware my face had gone yet again, stupidly warm.

“Dad! Um, yeah,” I stuttered, as if dad had caught me doing something wrong, “I’ve just been talking to –”

“Brother McDonnell,” the stranger-who-is-no-longer-a- stranger said, also standing. “Your daughter is a lovely young woman.”

“Yes,” dad agreed, getting himself between me and the Brother. “Well, we better get going. Thank you for...”

But he couldn’t come up with something, so instead, gave a curt smile and nod, then went to usher me away. I closed my bag, slipping my small gift into one of the inside pockets, and jogged next to dad as he strode towards the shop and exit.

“You shouldn’t be talking to strange men,” he hissed at me, “especially here in a foreign country!”

“Dad, I’m fifteen, practically sixteen,” I countered, the shop entrance before us. “I’ve got to talk to strange men sometime!”

I chanced a glance behind me to where I had been sitting and saw Brother McDonnell talking to someone who was barely taller than the row of seats. Thinking it was perhaps it was a child, I frowned when I noticed the white beard and strange leather jerkin thing he was wearing.

Momentarily distracted by a large woman barging past us, I turned back to the monk and the strange little man. They were gone.

My frown deepened in confusion. But dad was still glaring at me, so I focused on him as I followed him into the gift shop, letting him continue to rant. After some unnecessary shopping, we headed outside to the gardens and the cool but pleasantly sunny day.

Surrounding the cathedral was a grassed area dotted with large, old trees. Their leaves had either already fallen, leaving a path of red, yellow, or amber. Or they were still clinging onto the branches with grim determination, rustling in the slight autumn breeze. It was the first time since we’d arrived that I was amongst something other than concrete and steel.

Dad had found new angles to get photos of the cathedral’s dome, so I left him to it. Ignoring the other tourists, I ambled off the path and towards this gigantic oak that I guessed was hundreds of years old. Its leaves were already changing colour, their red-rusty tones matching the squirrel that was making its way up the trunk. I’d never seen a squirrel before, so paused and smiled – my smile growing when it hesitated and looked straight at me before darting up into the branches.

Grinning, I looked around for dad and saw he had found a statue of someone. He was in his element, his camera glued to his face as he circled his photographic prey. His constant search for that ‘perfect shot’ had become a family joke, so I resigned myself to the knowledge he’d be there for a while. Leaving him to it, I made my way to the squirrel tree, fascinated.

Crunching over the already fallen leaves, I looked up in awe at the canopy, a chorus of birds twittering down at me. I reached out and rested my hand on the massive trunk just to touch something alive. And in an instant my smile became a grimace as I felt myself stiffen; my hand glued to the tree. A million images assaulted my brain – a field covered in ancient forest, a beautiful stream running over rocks and through a tunnel of trees. Creatures of all sorts, people who look like they’ve just walked off the film set of ‘Lord of the Rings’. Places that looked like Stonehenge, castles, birds, crows – so many images all at once. One after the other, like an out-of-control slide show. And in a flash of brilliant white light, they were gone.

I fell to the ground on my hands and knees, panting as if I’d just run a marathon, the after-effects of the flash of light leaving shadows and dots half blinding me. I glanced around to see if anyone had seen what had happened, but everyone was walking past with no concern. With a shaky hand, I pushed my glasses up my nose and stood, trying not to touch the tree again. Instead, I looked once more up into its branches to find answers, something, to what the hell had just happened. All I saw were leaves and a row of birds, blackbirds I think, staring back down at me.

I heard dad call my name from the path leading out of the gardens. Taking a deep breath, I tried to clear my head, trying to work things out. Maybe I was still jet lagged? Maybe the excitement of the journey to St. Paul’s meant my subconscious went crazy and bombarded me with a billion things all at once?

But that didn’t make sense.

I made my way over to where dad was waiting, glancing back to see if the tree was any different from the others in the park. It looked the same. I shook my head as I tried to get rid of the weird images, caught up with dad and left St. Paul’s.

By the time we got back to the hotel, the day of sightseeing had exhausted me, and I’d practically forgotten about St. Paul’s. We had an early dinner before I retreated to my room to get an early night and left dad to watch some TV.

I emptied my shoulder bag, getting out my journal, pen, and the few trinkets I had bought – it seemed every place we went to, you had to exit via a shop. Meaning, buying things I didn’t need. Suddenly, I remembered the gift from Brother McDonnell. I dug through my bag and retrieved the small stone, rolling it over in my hand.

The colour was even more surreal in the bedside table light. It looked more like gold than honey and was slightly warm. The markings had become invisible, but as I ran my fingers over the surface, I could feel the lines of the ‘X’.

Why the hell did a total stranger give me something so bizarre?

Which reminded me of the tree. And the images. And the crazy.

Frowning, I put the rune on my beside table and opened my journal. I felt the need to get the weirdness out of my head, to make sense of it. But the words weren’t coming. I stared at the blank page and thought. It felt like the freaky slide show was maybe a timeline, the history of the old tree. But that didn’t explain all the weird creatures – the people with pointy ears. I like a good fictional story as the next girl, but this felt real somehow.

Which doesn’t make sense. It needed to make sense.

Fairies and elves and other creatures with pointy ears were fictional characters in books. They’re not real. Add the fact that I’m in the UK, the epicentre of fantasies and myths of creatures with pointy ears. Plus, I’m probably still jet lagged. Therefore, my brain just got overloaded and linked onto... something in my deep subconscious? When was the last time I read a fantasy book? I couldn’t remember. But that had to be it. Jet lag and my subconsciousness. That’s it. Nothing to worry about. I wasn’t going mad.

Was I?

Because my subconscious didn’t explain the blinding white light. Or the feeling that I knew them. The people with the pointy ears. Which was crazy. I glanced back at the blank page, crying out for a story, taunting me into forgetting my tiredness and getting my jumbled thoughts out. It usually worked.

But not now. Right now, the words couldn’t get themselves into any order. Sighing, I put my journal next to the rune, pausing when I saw it was glowing dully. I took my glasses off, then picked it up before turning off the light and lying down on my pillow. The stone was warm, as if I’d been holding it all along. Which was strange, but I was too tired and too confused to work that out as well. Deciding right now, I didn’t care; I put the rune next to my glasses and rolled over onto my back.

I closed my eyes and took a couple of deep, calming breaths, trying the meditation technique that they had taught me over the last couple of years to keep my thoughts at bay. The same one dad had helped me with to stop me screaming my head off every time the plane took off and landed. It took a few moments, but I finally felt the confusion fall away, letting the cocoon of sleep wrap around me.

I knew I was dreaming when I saw the fireplace the size of a compact car with huge logs ablaze in the hearth. Ornate grey stone, large tapestries, and groups of candelabras dripping with the wax of hundreds of candles surrounded it. I felt my heart hitch as I saw the figure standing in front of this huge arched window, staring out into the darkness.

His back was broad, his red-brown hair falling just over the collar of his dark leather sleeveless coat, the curls hiding behind a crown of some sort. He turned around and I’m sure I gasped. His face was strong, his dark brows pulled together in a worried frown, with his skin a milky white that almost seemed to glow. He looked both young and ancient, as if he had seen things that had aged him beyond his years.

Under his coat was a black fitted collared shirt and black trousers tucked into knee-length black boots. A large sword hung from his belt at his hip, and just the size and build of him told me he knew how to use it.

But it was his eyes that grabbed me. They were a deep blue, shaped like almonds and framed with thick lashes. He was glancing around the room as if he were searching for something, a firm hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

My dream self was willing him to see me – to notice me – so we could begin a glorious adventure together where I was his everything. When those amazing eyes locked onto mine, I grinned stupidly, and the tiniest of smiles touched his full, lovely lips. I came toward him as my gaze snapped to his pointy ears – and I woke up.
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What the hell was this? I don’t dream of men! Why was I dreaming about a man? The few times I remembered my dreams, they were usually anxiety ridden and consisting of failing exams or being bullied by Tasmyn White, my nemesis at school. Or my mum and the cancer that had been consuming her. Fantasising over males who I’d have no chance with never came into it. Ever.

And he had pointy ears, like the images from the tree at St. Paul’s. And I think he was a prince? Or maybe a king? He had a crown, plus he held himself... regally. And he smiled at me, as if he actually saw me, making me melt like a stereotypical damsel in distress.

Groaning with frustration, I glanced at the clock radio and saw it was two-forty-seven. Great. I went to roll over, but noticed the rune was still glowing, brighter now in the room’s darkness.

That didn’t make sense.

With another groan, I rolled away from the bedside cabinet and closed my eyes. Maybe I was going mad.

Except I was too tired to care, my eyes already heavy and even with the image of the handsome king with pointy ears smiling at me on my brain, I promptly fell back to sleep.

If you took away all the people, London was cool. Considering it was September and technically off-peak, there were still too many people for me as we spent the next two days sightseeing. It was our last trip on the Tube after a full day at the British Museum. I was feeling slightly nostalgic knowing it would be my last time on this iconic transport system as I listened to dad talking about the hire car we were picking up tomorrow and the plans for the next leg of our journey, starting in Cambridge. Except I wasn’t really listening, distracted by this perfect looking couple sitting a few seats down from us. Their heads were close together as they spoke, then kissed. Both blond, both beautiful, and obviously in love.

I frowned at the ‘public display of affection’, thinking, did they have to? It was embarrassing. I didn’t see the need to show the world how you could kiss – hand holding and perhaps a cuddle or two is fine. But any more than that was just unnecessary. Mum used to tease me, telling me I was an old lady in a teenager’s body. Maybe I was. There were definitely times when I felt like the adult, and she was the child. But with PDA? Maybe I was just jealous.

My thoughts slid to Dream Guy and how, if he were real and he and I were together, would I let him kiss me in public? Did I want that? Being that close to someone? To have someone care for me and look after me? I internally scoffed at the absurdness of the thought. I was nearly sixteen and had never even been close to going on a date. Or spoken to a boy about anything other than schoolwork. I was prepared to be alone all my life with my books, my writing, my thoughts, and a couple of cats.

I looked away from the happy couple and tried to concentrate on what dad was saying. There was another stupidly good-looking guy sitting on dad’s other side, earphones in as he typed on his phone. Even with a baseball cap pulled down over his face and all I could see was his profile, his firm jaw covered with the lightest of stubble distracted me. Internally groaning at why everyone suddenly seemed like supermodels, I contented myself by concentrating on my hands as I listened to dad self-confirming our plans.

Getting out of London was terrifying with the tension in the hire car high. It didn’t help that I was already in a bad mood as I had had another dreamless sleep and woke up feeling betrayed by not seeing my made-up... boyfriend? 

The mere fact that I even considered him a boyfriend was so stupid, I had talked myself into a self-loathing frenzy. One – I’d only met him once and there was no such thing as love at first sight. Even if he were real – which he wasn’t – one meeting would not make him my boyfriend. Two – that I would think of him as anything other than a figment of my imagination was pathetic. It made no sense to me why I kept thinking about his eyes and how blue they were. Or his incredible smile. And why my heart fluttered when I thought about him. 

It’d never happened to me before. Romance wasn’t a big thing for me. Even the stories I wrote rarely had anything close to romance in them. Mainly because even though I had a great imagination, I didn’t understand how you can fall in love. How you let feelings make you do crazy things with someone you just met. Mum said it was magic and that I’d know when I felt it. And that I would feel it one day.

Right.

Which made the whole thing with Dream Guy yet another reason that I thought I was going mad, and fully expected that by the time we got back on a plane to return home, dad would be ready to increase my therapy to more than monthly.

The dark cloud of gloom lifted as we saw the sights of Cambridge, helped by the sunny autumn day in this stunningly beautiful city. Inspired, when we got back to our home stay, I got stuck into an assignment given to me by my history teacher.

I was missing a few weeks of classes, although two of the five weeks we were away were school holidays. The end-of-year exams were in a few months, and I needed good marks for my second to last year at school next year. Actually, I didn’t need good marks as it made no difference to my classes. But I wanted good marks because it made me feel better.

My teachers hadn’t been overly worried about me missing school. My counsellor had assured them that giving me things to do was good for me. Which meant that I was already ahead of most of my classmates for most of the year, yet another reason for them to make my school life hell. I’d decided that I’d concentrate on my two favourite subjects – history and English – while we were travelling. I was on holiday after all.

Finishing page three of my notes on the Joan of Arc book I had just finished, I smiled to myself. I always felt satisfied when I’d finish an assignment, and this was no different. Closing the browser pages I’d used for my notes, I ended my inspirational return to studying by looking up runes. A few searches confirmed what I thought – they were Saxon forms of writing from the first and second century.

I took mine out and looked at it, wondering if it was that old. Deciding there was absolutely no way a stranger would give me an ancient relic, I went to put it on the nightstand, but paused. He said it was. Brother McDonnell. Who, unlike the rest of the clergy that worked at the cathedral, was dressed like a monk. A monk who seemed to disappear into thin air.

But that didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. Sighing, I took my glasses off and climbed into bed, planning to work it out in the morning.

Except I forgot as we made our way to a quaint bed-and-breakfast just outside of Oxford. With some reluctance, dad agreed to let me be on my own to do a bit of sightseeing while he went to a museum that I wasn’t too keen on. After fifteen minutes of warnings and instructions on what I could and couldn’t do, I was alone for the next two hours. Grinning from ear to ear, I pretended I was a student, studying in a prestigious school, living in a dorm on campus, and being fantastically exotic because I was a foreign student from halfway across the world. Though, to be fair, New Zealand wasn’t that exotic. Still, it didn’t matter because no-one knew, and no-one cared because it was all in my head.

Twenty minutes before I was to meet dad, I made my way to the little cafe in the covered markets we agreed would be a cool place to have lunch. Old, well-worn wooden tables with mismatched chairs crowded the space while old photos of Oxford hung haphazardly on the bright primary-coloured walls. I fought the urge to straighten those that were crooked.

There was a cabinet full of tasty looking pastries, muffins, and other sweet treats, while another cabinet had a choice of sandwiches and wraps
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