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‘Existence is no more than the precarious attainment of relevance in an intensely mobile flux of past, present, and future’ ~ Susan Sontag

Three months had passed since the end of the Leo the Lion Test. After finishing writing in her journal the latest chronicle, Rose commenced sorting the photographs of her summer holiday adventures into her album. It had really been a fun summer, from going to the beach to finally getting around visiting the Millennium Dome and London Eye, as well as celebrating Ben’s and Julia’s birthdays in style. Rose smiled at one photo in which Tristan got splashed by the Lancaster twins and Maggi. Around her bedroom were mementos of the friendships she had formed. Summer finished too quickly, September on the flower calendar, marked on the day that signalled their return to Prehendo Tempus. 

There was a knock on her door.

“Come in,” said Rose. 

The door opened to reveal it was Mrs Beatrix.

“Ready for school?” she asked before noticing the photo album that Rose was making.

“Yes, just sorting these last photos,” said Rose.

Mrs Beatrix smiled fondly at the album. “That was a lovely summer we had, I dare even say the best one we’ve had in years.”

“Yeah,” said Rose smiling absent-mindedly, thinking back to the memories.

“It’s been a whole year since you started at Prehendo Tempus,” said Mrs Beatrix. “Still cannot believe it. I’m so proud of you Rose with fitting in and working so hard, especially with your amazing exam results! To celebrate everything that’s happened so far I wanted to give you another present.”

“Mum, you already gave me a present for my birthday-” objected Rose.

“Hush, those presents were to celebrate the day you came into my life and brought so much joy into it.”

With Prehendo Tempus needing repairs after the Earth spirit’s unexpected attack, school had ended early. This was good news for Miss Verniqua as it meant the group would begin to time travel in their second year, when they returned. It was the 7th September and she had just turned thirteen years old. There was a lot going through her mind, the emails Miss Verniqua sent to her detailed all the procedures of time travelling, including the good news from Master Judex that they had all passed with flying colours and honours. There was a lot to read regarding what to do in emergencies, the protocols to follow in the cases of having to kill someone, information about Alternatio Tempus, (the academy deemed as the rival to Prehendo Tempus), as well as what to do if they were to come across them on their travels.

Rose began to unravel the ribbon around the present with excitement. She couldn’t believe how happy she was, not just about how good things were going and about what the present could be, but also because today was the day she had been waiting for. The day she will time travel to an entirely new world in just a few hours. 

“Don’t be too excited, it’s nothing too big,” warned Mrs Beatrix as the ribbon was finally unravelled and the wrapping paper came off to reveal a box.

Inside the box was a beautiful necklace in the shape of a heart.

“Mum, this is- how much did this cost?” asked Rose.

“Do you like it?” asked Mrs Beatrix.

“It’s so beautiful, just beautiful,” said Rose. “I love it, but you should have gotten it for yourself.”

“Nonsense, that is for you. After all the hard times you endured before going to Prehendo Tempus, the bullying and everything, and me not being able to do anything. You’ve been so brave and never gave up. And I’m proud to have you for a daughter, you’re my only daughter and I love you,” Mrs Beatrix finished, embracing her.

“Mum are you crying?” asked Rose.

“Put on the necklace I want to see how it looks on you,” smiled Mrs Beatrix wiping her tears away.

Rose put it on. She wanted her last moments with her mum before she left to be as happy as possible, in case anything happened on her journey through time. 

“How do I look?” asked Rose.

Mrs Beatrix continued to look at Rose smiling, “You’re growing so fast. I still can’t believe you’re thirteen. Time flies so quickly. You look perfect, just perfect.”

Rose smiled at her mum’s comment. She was going to miss her.

“Right meet you downstairs for breakfast and make sure you have everything. First day back at school,” said Mrs Beatrix before leaving.

Rose remembered how a year ago she hated those words. It’s funny how she was now smiling about it, whilst before she would have tried to get herself sick to avoid it all costs, especially that first day back. She packed away the last of her things into her school bag that she would need for the journey.
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IN THE CAR, ROSE CONTINUED to look at the window as the city of London passed by. Mrs Beatrix continued to hum to the Sound of Music playing from the cassette player as they made their way to Prehendo Tempus. By the time they arrived to the entrance, she would be saying goodbye to her mum without her even knowing, and a doppelganger will take her place. A fake Rose will fill her shoes, learning the syllabus and accompanying Mrs Beatrix, whilst she was absent traversing the days already gone by. It felt so bizarre to think about this and she felt some guilt, in a way she was lying to her mum.

“Well, here we are. And I can see your friends,” observed Mrs Beatrix parking the car before the gate to the driveway.

Mrs Beatrix got out the car to greet everyone after making sure the car was parked properly. 

“Did everyone have a good summer break? I saw some of Rose’s photos,” asked Mrs Beatrix.

“We did,” replied everyone smiling.

“Good luck to all of you on your first day back at school and good luck Rose,” said Mrs Beatrix to which Rose hugged her.

“I love you mum, see you soon,” said Rose.

“Goodness you talk as though this is your last day at school or something. I’m sure I’ll see you in one piece by the end of the school day,” joked Mrs Beatrix, kissing Rose before leaving.

Rose continued to wave as her mum departed for work in her car, before turning to her friends.

“Don’t worry Rose, we’ll be back sooner than you know it,” reassured Ben noticing her sadness.

“I’m so glad you guys are coming,” confessed Rose. “If I was travelling alone I would honestly start feeling homesick.”

“We’ll distract you,” promised Maggi hugging Rose.

Rose hugged Maggi back as she realised that something was prodding her, when they broke the embrace she saw that it was none other than Quentin. His eye patch had changed the last time she saw him, from a regular black one to that of a pumpkin. 

“A pumpkin eye-patch,” Rose gasped upon noticing his upgraded look. “I must say it suits Quentin to a T.”

“Yes, Quentin is going through a bit of an orange phase,” explained Maggi. “He wanted something to compliment his fluorescent fur. Something about Orange being the New Black. I don’t understand.” 

“You’re not bringing that bear, are you?” asked Julia unable to believe her eyes.

“Why what’s wrong?” asked Tristan and Maggi innocently.

Julia, Ben, Daniel, David and Rose sighed. Quentin was both Maggi’s best friend and stuffed bear. They were the only ones apart from Alisha, Ben’s old friend from primary school, to learn that the bear was not as stationary as most stuffed toys, having caused a kafuffle in the London Malls after deliberately shoplifting a sweet. Bringing Quentin on a time travelling journey with his past behaviour was not particularly a wise decision.

“I can’t leave him in the cottage. He’ll be all by himself,” said Maggi.

Ben looked at his ornate pocket watch before enquiring to Maggi. “What about the other stuffed toys we got for your birthday?”

“They’re used to staying at home. Quentin won’t, he’ll miss me.”

“I don’t see what’s the fuss, it’s just a bear,” dismissed Tristan, as though they were making a mountain of a molehill.

“Just a bear? Just a bear?” repeated Julia in disbelief at what she was hearing. “Tristan, that bear nearly got all of us arrested last year when we were shopping in London.”

“Quentin promises he’ll be good, he turned a new leaf since then,” Maggi vouched on behalf of the bear.

The group all looked at each other and gave up. Quentin was precious to Maggi, being the last thing that was a keepsake of her missing adoptive siblings, Michael and Mikayla. For some of them, today was the day they were hoping to find answers about what happened to their missing relatives. As well as Maggi, Julia’s grandmother disappeared. Both girls hoped they would find answers in the timeline of the Past, in between breaks on their missions.

“Fine, he can come. But I swear if there’s one more incident!” threatened Julia.

“He’ll be as good as gold,” promised Maggi as they began making their way down the long driveway.

The children continued conversing about the summer holidays, as well as the emails they received from Miss Verniqua, whilst slowly approaching the grand archway.

“What did you think about that email detailing the information about Alternatio Tempus?” quizzed Tristan.

“I hope we meet them,” grinned the Lancaster twins sinisterly in unison.

“I hope we don’t meet them. The last thing we need is coming across students who’ve been trained equally in magic and weaponry,” disagreed Rose.

“I don’t think much about them to be frankly honest. They don’t sound like much of a threat,” stated Maggi matter of fact, causing the others to laugh.

“They’d better watch out for Maggi then,” laughed Ben as they reached the famous archway.

The giant archway that scared Rose on her first day to Prehendo Tempus, bursting into flames and changing shape, is very important. Not only does the infrastructure separate the academy from the mortal world, so that it can manipulate time on its soils and train its students in magic without it escaping. It also seals and unseals the Magica within the students, so that they cannot cause havoc in the mortal world. So as they passed underneath the archway, their dormant Magica locked over the summer was finally set free. Tristan’s eyes turned to the colour red as his Magica coursed through his veins once more.

Tristan had asked Miss Verniqua about how to deal with his eyes whilst travelling and the tutor told him returning to zero form would neutralise his eyes’ colour, as well as using Rose’s Iguana spirit, Transmutatio, that allowed transformation for disguise, solving that problem. Rose noticed how Ben and Julia had gone quiet, texting on their mobile phones quickly.

“Is everything okay? You guys seem worried,” asked Rose with concern.

“Hmmm,” hummed Julia not registering Rose’s question, distracted by her phone.

“Worried? No, no,” dismissed Ben as he looked at the others as though to ask for help.

“Rose isn’t Quentin cute?” asked Maggi trying to change the subject.

“Of course he is,” replied Rose, confused by the question. “Why do you ask?”

The Lancaster twins joined in with Maggi.

“We were thinking of giving Quentin a makeover,” grinned Daniel.

“Wouldn’t he look nice with a new eye-patch than the pumpkin one he’s got on?” proposed David.

“I suppose. But it’s down to Quentin in the end, if he’s happy with it,” pondered Rose, distracted successfully by the Lancaster twins and Maggi as they reached the Atrium.

Maggi took the gong stick to whack the gong, so they could enter inside and register into the school. The opulent Vestibule and Atrium came into view, refurnished with furniture and architecture that made them feel like they had stepped into Versailles. 

“Welcome back!” greeted Mrs J. Smith, the mysterious and lively receptionist. 

“Hey Mrs Smith!” greeted Maggi and the Lancaster twins as the others signed in.

Rose noticed her skirt and cardigan had an elaborate and mesmerising hourglass motif over a spiral pattern. Her dress sense still on point as always.  

“First day time travelling I hear, looking forward to it?” asked the receptionist.

Behind her was Mr Gaffer, the caretaker of the school, checking everything was okay in the security system. Nobody questioned why but for some reason he was wearing a Hazmat suit.

“Don’t worry, it’s contained in the dungeon,” he explained away, which wasn’t much of an explanation.  

“Yes,” Rose answered to Mrs J. Smith, almost breathless, as though she was about to bungee jump out of a plane.

“Don’t worry, it will be all be just fine, though the end may be a little bitter. It’s usually the future you have to worry about,” smiled Mrs J. Smith.

That remark left the Lancaster twins, Ben, Tristan and Maggi with their mouths gaping open.

Julia didn’t like Mrs J. Smith so had already left, whilst Rose just smiled uncomfortably before shuffling out of reception and into the main building of the school, Praesens. That was so typical of Mrs J. Smith, she always said the most bizarre stuff that caught you off guard, just like the first day she came to Prehendo Tempus. Rose noticed the mural. She didn’t know why but she felt like her dreams were related to the mural. Another good thing about the summer holidays was that the dreams or a better word to describe them, strange nightmares, had stopped for a while now. 

“Mrs Smith is weird,” stated Maggi.

“Shhh, she might hear us,” whispered Tristan worried the strange woman might overhear them.

“Where’s Julia?” asked Ben.

“She left us behind!” said Daniel and David in unison before recovering quickly, realising it was a good thing she went ahead.

They made their way through the meandering corridors of the ancient building, as they reached the North Tower, but not before noticing nervous first years queuing outside the crystal room where the door titled, ‘To Begin’ stood, little knowing it was not really a door.

“I can’t believe a year ago that was us,” commented Tristan.

“I hope they all pass,” said Rose. 

There was a price with enrolling at Prehendo Tempus.

If the student chose to undertake the Final Judgement Test it was make it or break it. If they failed the test, the prospective student would suffer a cruel fate of turning to crystal and becoming another statue in the crystal room. Rose wondered if any of them would refuse after learning the risks of failing. It was at that moment she realised they reached the floor where the tutor room of Tempore Victor was, another group of friends the group were close to.

“Guys, I’m going to see Fran and everyone,” said Rose stopping but not before bumping into Lady Riverwand.

“Oh Rose, I’ve been meaning to see you,” said Lady Riverwand.

Lady Riverwand was both Rose’s teacher in the art of summoning and Tempore Victor’s tutor. The way she greeted her was strange. Lady Riverwand always spoke with a sense of authority and clarity to remind everyone of her importance. But today she was acting too polite to Rose, as though she was struggling to think what to say.

“We need to talk about your school uniform!” snapped Lady Riverwand briskly, “You lot go ahead. I’ll have a good word with her.”

Rose turned but her friends had already ditched her. What was up with everyone today?

“Your skirt is too short, sort it out at this moment,” lectured Lady Riverwand.

Rose looked down, maybe it was too short she supposed and began to straighten it out. After she was sure it was long enough for school standards, she got up again to see Riverwand was checking her watch.

“Your hair!” she barked pointing to it.

“What about my hair?” asked Rose.

“Straighten it out,” instructed Riverwand but Rose was getting suspicious.

“What’s going on?” quizzed Rose before finally connecting the dots, realising she was being distracted.

Dashing up the stairs before Lady Riverwand could stop her she reached the top of the North Tower. Racing to her tutor room to open the door-

BANG! POP! CLAP!

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY ROSE!” cheered everyone as streamers and poppers exploded, surprising Rose.

Lady Riverwand caught up, panting.

“Oh phew, she didn’t arrive too early. Honestly next time get a more convincing person to lie if you ever plan a surprise birthday again. I’m terrible at stalling people,” sighed Riverwand, the others already showering Rose with presents and cards.

“Happy Birthday Rose dear. Thirteen, the age a girl starts her first step towards womanhood. Today is such a happy day,” greeted Miss Verniqua wiping a tear from her eye, as they commenced singing happy birthday.

Miss Verniqua was Rose and the rest of Mundi Salvator’s tutor. A Jamaican woman who taught at the school many years before, until a tragic event occurred to her previous tutor group. Since then, she trained hard to never let it happen again, demonstrated by her constant efforts to delay the Leo the Lion test that Rose and the others were entered into two years earlier by the Headmaster of Prehendo Tempus.

Julia and Maggi were holding the strawberry cheesecake lit up with candles of Disney characters. They remembered her sweet tooth for strawberries. 

“Make a wish Rose!”

Closing her eyes for a moment before blowing out the candles. Parvati, Vanessa, Callum and the Lancaster twins popping more party poppers and throwing confetti. 

“Smile Rose!” said Fran getting her Polaroid camera ready.

Lamar, Vanessa and the Lancaster twins jumped in for a photo with the birthday girl as flashes caught happy moments into photos. Everyone had a photo with Rose until finally someone switched with Fran so that the two girls could have a photo together, and then joined by Parvati. Both Parvati and Fran undertook summoning lessons with Rose. 

“It’s time for you to open your presents,” announced Maggi as Rose sat to open the many gifts.

“You guys really shouldn’t have. This is too much,” she objected.

“Rose, shut up! It’s your birthday,” lectured Lamar not having it. “Today is your special day to be showered by presents. You cannot and will not refuse, just to be polite. Okay?”

“Okay Lamar,” said Rose meekly. 

“When is the Headmaster’s new school year speech?” asked Miss Verniqua to Lady Riverwand.

“It’ll start later after all the first years have undertaken the Final Judgement Test,” answered Lady Riverwand.

Rose gasped at the gifts she received, immediately cherishing them all. Whether it was the new storybooks and comics from Callum, Ben, and Vanessa; a mixtape of songs that Lamar and Julia had collected of every song she enjoyed which they noticed her humming the past year; a personalised photo mug and keyring of when they visited the London Eye and Millennium Dome from Parvati and Fran; goofy comedy films from the Lancaster twins that made her laugh; stuffed toys from Keichi, Maggi and Lyra; a flower eyepatch from Quentin; and VIP tickets from Tristan to see the Nutcracker. After opening the last gift and thanking everyone individually for the umpteenth time, Keichi took out his camera to set to autotimer. 

“Is everyone ready?” asked Keichi.

“What’s going on in here?” asked a man looking inside Miss Verniqua’s tutor room by the name of Master Gladius.

“Master Gladius, we’re readying ourselves for a photograph, either get in or shut up. The last thing I need today is a terrible photo of myself,” uttered Lady Riverwand giving Master Gladius a Hobson’s choice.

“Happy Birthday Rose!” called Lady Pugna and Master Sagittis as Master Gladius ruffled Rose’s hair wishing her a good one.

“It’s starting, everyone get into their places!” called Fran.

“I can’t believe all you children are in your second year,” said Miss Verniqua sniffing, sounding close to tears for the seventh time.

“Miss Verniqua, hold your tears the camera is going to-” warned Lady Riverwand as the camera flashed her midsentence.

Rose was beaming. She honestly did not expect this surprise party and that’s what made it extra special. Nobody ever wished her happy birthday in primary school. She felt like the luckiest girl in the world at that exact moment. As Lady Riverwand began having a go at Miss Verniqua for making her look like a ‘rodent squirrel choking on a nut’, the children made their way promptly to the Main Hall for the Headmaster’s new school year speech, discussing in great anticipation about finally seeing the used to be forbidden building of Praeterita. 

*
[image: ]


“TO OUR RETURNING STUDENTS, welcome back to another year at Prehendo Tempus. To our new students who survived the Final Judgement, welcome. I must give congratulations for this year marks cause for celebration. Every first year enrolled today has succeeded in passing the test,” said Headmaster MCMXCVIII (1998th) to which everyone applauded and cheered.

Rose smiled upon hearing this. It was certainly good news that each and every first year survived the Final Judgement test, not adding to the already many crystal statues accumulated over the centuries the school had acquired. 

“Yes, this is indeed very good news. Prehendo Tempus attained the highest grades last year in the entire country and we do not intend to stop anytime soon but aim to break that record. I trust every single one of you will continue to strive to do your best. I also apologise that our doors did not open sooner. We suffered an attack by an elemental that since then has been banished from the soils of Prehendo Tempus. The damage was so great that many parts of the school grounds had to be repaired by scratch. Nevertheless, time as always is on our side and we are known for taking our students’ potential and transforming it into something truly amazing. And with that last note let’s begin, time is a wasting.” 
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MASTER JUDEX AND MISS Verniqua led Mundi Salvator after the Headmaster’s speech to first the hospital wing, where they received a lot of jabs and vaccinations for every disease they could possibly come across as well as a tracing chip. They also underwent medical examinations to make sure they were not carrying any diseases that could affect the Past catastrophically and check if they are suitably fit to traverse the timeline of the Past.

After these measurements were finished and Doctor Melius signed off the necessary paperwork, they were then escorted to the building that was separated from Praesens by giant doors that reached the ceiling. The door knobs were an utter joke to reach. Despite Master Judex being a very tall man, he had to stand on his tip toes just to reach it, explaining the reasoning behind it, that it stopped curious first and second years opening the door.

“Or anyone for that matter,” said Tristan under his breath as Master Judex in the end used a floating spell to reach it.

The door was at last opened as it creaked open majestically, its opening echoing an ominous creak before the giant room was revealed. Stepping inside before the door shut again, they all held their breaths in awe at the resplendent beauty contained inside. Rose remembered showing curiosity towards this room on her first day at Prehendo Tempus after the Final Judgement Test and Leo the Lion giving a tour of the academy, the Lion told her she was forbidden from entering the building. Today, they were required by the academy to use this room by all means. Funny how times change. 

“No dawdling, the room invokes nostalgia of a grand scale. Do not succumb to it,” warned Master Judex as they tried to keep up. 

As the doors shut behind them and echoed around the giant space again, the children gasped at the time gateway to the Past. The portal lit up, sensing their presence. It was no wonder an entire building was needed for the gateway. They had discussed all summer what it could look like, trying to picture it, but nothing could prepare them for the real thing. The size of it was humongous, its design so complex to comprehend how it even worked, beyond any engineer, architect, or scientist, including the scholars of Dominus Tempus. The gateway continued to glisten with the brightest light, its shine touching the walls, distorting it, causing them all to react in a spontaneous fashion. This was no ordinary light.

Mundi Salvator looked around the giant room to realise there were more mural paintings inscribed on the walls, depicting people fighting with weapons against creatures from the spirit world and wars. Every single one of them was animated by the light. The light from the gateway recreated the mural of the first Legend. The one of how time travel was gifted to man by a generous spirit, underneath was the tree connecting all worlds: the Yggdrasil Tree. 

Upon the light’s touch on the rest of the walls, pillars, floor, ceiling and crevices, they transformed to reflect accurately the updates to the new timeline that had been altered. It was alien, how every single feature of this room was a record of the entire timeline down to the minute detail. And it was strange to describe it this way, but it felt like the room was alive. Humanity could spend two millenniums getting the best artists, architects, designers, machines and technology to try and recreate Praeterita. However, any attempt to recreate this building by man is futile. Dominus Tempus called this type of architecture or creation: Ultima. Ultima because even after aeons of research, even the supposed eternal ones who ruled over Tempus still cannot build another Praeterita alone, making them believe it is the work of something far more powerful.   

When the light of Lux subsided, Rose noticed the prominent use of Roman Numerals, one of the ways to help emphasise which segment of time this building dealt in. 

And there it was, the first word that marks the start of the Roman Numerals.

Nulla.

Latin for ‘Zero’. Because the Romans did not have a numeral for ‘0’. Looking up at that word reminded her of all the History and Mathematics they had learnt the past year. Like the fact Ancient Greeks were aware of the concept of zero. The Romans never needing it because they didn’t use their numerals for arithmetic but the Abacus. Until the 8th century when an Arab mathematician, Al-Khwaizmi, introduced the number to Europe. 

The word had a calming effect on her. Nulla. To leave the era ending in three zeros and start from nothing again, enter this door into periods where zero is still not a concept, not even a number. The way that thought resonated with her, like the Egyptians symbol ‘nfr’ for zero, also meaning beautiful. The whole thing to her was just mesmerising to behold. When she first arrived in the beginning, she could admire this place but did not understand the background of its creation. Now, she had the knowledge to decipher some of the meaning behind it, it allowed her to truly appreciate it.  

Rose stood alongside her friends, ready to receive instructions. Until now, the clock always went forward in her world. A year ago, she believed it was impossible to turn back the page and here they were. On the brink of Nulla. 

“This is the Gateway of the Past. Now most students when first entering the timeline of the Past only do one or two missions before coming back. However, the Headmaster has requested that you are to travel the timeline until it brings you back to the Present,” instructed Master Judex.

It wasn’t news to them as Miss Verniqua already told them via email over the summer holidays.

Miss Verniqua didn’t seem too pleased by what Master Judex said but there was nothing she could do. The children banished Terra from the school grounds and exemplified such strength that allowed the Headmaster to instruct it. Rose had to check her email every day to make sure Miss Verniqua didn’t spam her inbox. 

“Miss Verniqua has given you a communication device that will be held by your leader, in this case, Mr Tristan Williams. Make sure you take good care of it. It’s highly valuable and uses powerful technology to be able to communicate from wherever you are back to Miss Verniqua, so you can receive information about your next mission details, as well as advice and help. Yes, Miss Monique?” continued Master Judex before seeing Julia’s hand rise.

“Does the device have a name?” asked Julia, looking in confusion at the unusual object.

It was hard to describe the communication device. It had a bohemian design that in some ways looked like a futuristic phone and yet in other ways looked like an ancient stone. A crystal-like stone for the battery. One chrome button on the crown to turn it on and off, with a display screen made from a material that was hard to determine without further analysis.  

“The device doesn’t have a name unfortunately, we just call it a communication device because the inventor of it died before he had a chance to give it a name,” answered Master Judex causing some sniggers among the children.

“Children, I don’t see what’s funny, someone died trying to invent that useful device,” lectured Miss Verniqua, not realising they were trying to hold their laughter at how the device had no name. 

“Just call it ‘the Thing’ for now,” said Master Judex, not being at all creative as the next procedure commenced. 

The children were searched by knights on guard to make sure they were not carrying anything that would alter the timeline of the past. After the search was cleared and all the information was gone through again referring to Health and Safety, as well as emergency protocol in the case they were to be separated during their travels or to come across Alternatio Tempus. Mundi Salvator were then changed out of their school uniforms by attire robots into mission attire that the school would not miss if they were to lose or get damaged on their time missions. The time mission outfit didn’t have the school’s coat of arms, so it would not be traced back to Prehendo Tempus.

“And finally, Mundi Salvator I just want to congratulate you. To come so far after just one year of teaching is just astounding. Miss Verniqua and I are very proud of you. You have only used the Horologium once so when you travel take it easy, get used to it. You will not arrive to the right locations on the first go being beginners but with time and practice you will get the hang of it. And remember have fun. The worlds you will visit are dead now as we speak. When you travel back in time you bring them back to life. And with that you’re dismissed. Safe journey and protect the timeline with prosperity and grace. God speed,” he finished as the Gateway of the Past continued to shine.

Mundi Salvator spread out, they held their hands in a row and released the Magica of ‘The Horologium’. A giant astronomical clock appeared before them, coming from their chest as it began to synchronise with the gateway unlocking it, zodiac signs glowing as the lights in the room went out, the only light being emitted from the gateway as roman numerals took their place and when the clock hands bearing the moon and sun, met at the number XII, the gateway opened itself, the timeline of the Past awaiting them. 

The last they saw before they leapt into the light and Horologium prism was Miss Verniqua’s face smiling and mouthing in slow motion the words, ‘Stay safe.’ Master Judex held his hand up to his eyes squinting as Mundi Salvator disappeared into the white light, entering Praeterita and leaving Praesens behind. 

Turn the clock back, bring back to life what death has taken away, step into the shadow of yesterday~

From the Present to the Past... 

From words to Roman Numerals...

Come enter the worlds and days long gone by, the dead of the Past...
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Chapter I

[image: ]


‘There is no future or present, only the past happening over and over again’~ Eugene O’Neill

Gateway Activated: The Past

Time Period: 1603 CE

Location: Sahara Desert, Morocco

The first time someone time travels across the Horologium is an experience one never forgets. At first it felt like all the oxygen had been squashed out of her lungs, the pressure upon her eardrums so intense it felt like her brain was going to suffocate, before it all subsided. The pressure released and this feeling of floating away on this trippy sensation of Euphoria. Rose opened her eyes and screamed, holding with dear life onto the hands gripping tightly to hers. The drop below them went on forever as they continued to fly in space at lightspeed. The Horologium acting as a transport vessel over this mesmerizing sight. The timeline presented itself, similar to the Trials of Time, though at the speed they were going, it looked like a supernova highway before becoming this starry trail undergoing a time lapse. They kept going back until the Horologium began adjusting itself, readying for descent. They started to lose momentum, dropping slowly onto the approaching portal that was moving towards them. The Horologium continuing to spin rapidly backwards, whilst they prepared themselves for a bumpy landing. 

A rhapsody of blue astonishing light, colours erupted, sound was non-existent before skewering their eardrums with every timepiece sound ever heard of, the clock spun backwards, faster and faster, days, weeks, months, and years until a white light appeared-—they fell from the sky, crashing onto ground! 

They had landed at their destination. 

Giving themselves a few moments to recover until their heads stopped spinning and the initial shock of time-travelling nausea passed.

They looked around to find they had landed in a desert, the sun bearing down on them. Sand as far as the eye could see.

“Hal anta idfaala bikhayroon?” asked a man on a camel, looking very concerned, having just seen some children fall from the sky onto the ground. 

“What?” mumbled Maggi, opening her eyes to see a camel’s face staring right back at her.

She screamed and scrambled backwards.

“Calm down Maggi, it’s just a camel,” reassured Ben as the camel and man continued to stare at the children as though they were all a mirage.

Tristan waved to the man and went to ask him where they were, leaving the others to readjust their clothing for the crazy heat wave.

“From Prehendo Tempus to a desert in the middle o’ nowhere, this really is a jump for our first trip!” exclaimed David excitedly in an Aussie accent as though he was in the outback. 

“I don’t know. This place is too sandy,” differed Julia emptying her shoes from the sand that had trickled inside.

“But the sun here is so much brighter! It makes our summer back home feel like we didn’t know the true meaning of sunshine,” sighed Rose with such enthusiasm, like they had landed in the most exciting place to explore. 

Julia meanwhile continued to look at the desert as though they had landed in quick sand.

Rose kept looking around the place in complete enthralled wonder. “And smell the air. It smells so fresh and clean. No city pollution and fumes. And the breeze feels wonderful.” 

“Guys! We can hitch a lift with Abdullah, he’s meeting traders and they’re returning to Marrakech!” called Tristan.

“So where are we exactly?” asked Daniel.

“The Sahara desert,” replied Tristan.

“Where in the Sahara desert?” asked Rose as Abdullah and his camel with merchants began leading the way, “The Sahara desert is spread across North Africa through many countries.”

As though in response to Rose’s question, a muffled ringing noise filled the air. Looking into her bag to find it was the strange device that Miss Verniqua gave to them before they went through the gateway of the Past. 

Abdullah upon hearing the ringing turned to the children. Rose put the bag behind her back whilst the others tried to find a way to distract the merchant.

“Tell him we need the toilet, we’re bursting,” whispered Julia to Tristan.

“I’m not saying that!” objected Tristan folding his arms, the two started to bicker.

Ben had already walked to Abdullah as Tristan and Julia continued to argue. Rose wanted to answer the device but the merchant’s presence stopped her. They were in the past, a time before telephones according to the Horologium. How would they explain it to the already suspicious observer? But then Abdullah’s face became bashful, before striding away not looking back. Ben came running back to the open-mouthed faces of everyone.

“What did you say to him?” asked the Lancaster twins in unison.

“Doesn’t matter, answer it,” dismissed Ben.

Rose brought out the device and answered it. Upon doing so, a hologram image was projected by the device of none other than, Miss Verniqua.

“MISS VERNIQUA!” gasped everyone in surprise.

“That response, it’s like you were expecting it to be Father Christmas and got me instead. Hello children, how did it go?” asked the tutor about their first-time leap to which everyone exploded with a multitude of responses. 

“I thought I was going to die!” squealed Maggi excitedly. “But not in a scary, doom impending I don’t want to die way, but rather in an awesome I’m going to kick the bucket in style kind of way! Like a rocket lift-off exploding into the moon!”

“Surreal,” mumbled Julia as Ben murmured in disbelief. “One word: Wow. Just wow. Out of this world. Quite literally.”

“Unbelievable!” commented Daniel. “All of it from start to finish! It was like jumping on a rollercoaster highway LSD trip from outer space, with pretty colours and random bits and bobs.” 

“I found it so amazing I drooled!” David confessed. 

“So that’s why my hair feels a bit wet,” said Tristan before commenting candidly. “It was so cool! I thought my brain was going to melt.”

“Miss Verniqua, the whole time jump was just astonishing!” said Rose. “It was altogether many things: terrifying, breath-taking, adrenaline-inducing! At one point, I did wonder whether we were going to die but then we reached our destination. Also, we’re in the Sahara! First time in the desert!”

“Miss Verniqua, you have to see the sand dunes!” exclaimed Maggi. “Quentin is already loving the change of climate. And I guess it makes sense, bears are usually from the desert.”

“They are?” wondered the Lancaster twins as Julia just frowned at what Maggi said.

Miss Verniqua smiled at her tutor group’s enthusiasm. It never ceased to amuse and enthral her, seeing their reactions to their first-time travel journey via the Horologium. Already growing so fast and after having just embarked. The beginning is always sweet...

“I’m glad to see you’re all settling in well. We know you’re currently in Morocco, so the assignment for you set by the Headmaster is to go to Marrakech and take part in the Souk, where an important item will go for sale in an auction. The Academy is interested in acquiring this item due to its ability and role in power. I’ll give you more details when you get to the capital city. How’s everyone’s Arabic?”

“It’s okay I guess,” said Maggi quietly, shuffling her feet.

“Can’t we speak French?” asked the Lancaster twins.

“French is a language still not spoken in Morocco, it’s early days being 1603 CE. I did tell you those lessons would come in handy,” tutted the tutor. “Your first-time mission will be showing us whether you can do two things. Reach a location we’ve instructed you to go to and retrieve something that we desire. I’ll call you when you reach Marrakech. Till then, find some better attire that doesn’t make you stick out like a really, really sore thumb. Also, do not speak a lot of English unless you’re alone. And have fun, seriously, Morocco is lovely at that time of year.” 

And with that the call ended and the Jamaican tutor disappeared. 

“She’s right. We’ve got to dive in with both feet,” agreed Ben.

“Well Abdullah has gotten pretty far ahead, let’s all race each other. Last one there’s a rotten egg!” put forth Maggi, already speeding ahead to get a head start. 

The Lancaster twins, Rose and Tristan joined in, racing through the sand whilst laughing.

“Lighten up Julia. I thought you’d be glad to get away from everything. This is the beginning of an adventure,” said Ben at Julia’s not impressed expression.

“I know, it’s just- I like being on stable ground!” defended Julia almost stumbling before Ben caught her.

“Thanks,” muttered Julia.

“It’s okay. Just for now, you got to relax, take things by the stride. You like having everything under control,” advised Ben.

“I do?” questioned Julia.

“Yes, you do,” smiled Ben.

“Guys hurry up, you’re eating our sand trail!” exclaimed Maggi at the top of the sand dune until falling and taking the Lancaster twins, Rose and Tristan down with her in a tumble. 

“Slow and steady wins the race,” commented Julia with a smile to which Ben laughed as they journeyed through the desert.
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THE GROUP CONTINUED to climb and walk along the long stretches of sand dunes, following after Abdullah and the camel for the whole day, everyone overly excited for what lay ahead of them, conversing at length about what the city of Marrakech will be like in this time period. Travelling for a while until the sun slowly started to set in the background. After crossing a tall sun dune that involved giving Maggi a piggyback (before everyone started screaming and legging it as the sand got much hotter and entered their shoes at a fast rate), they finally caught up with Abdullah to discover a camel train with merchants. The view at the top of the last sand dune was so breath-taking, they paused for a moment to admire it. They could see the Sahara all around them, right up to the horizon, as if they had been dropped in the middle of the sea. The sight really making it sink in they were no longer in London. Upon reaching the train of camels, Abdullah greeted the other merchants and upon them noticing the children and questioning who they were, he just pointed to the sky, his face one of surprise and bewilderment. 

“I wonder what they’re saying,” pondered Maggi.

“They’re probably wondering what the hell seven foreign kids are doing randomly in the middle of the desert with no camels or anything,” theorised David. 

“We’d better come up with a story about why we’re here,” thought Daniel on the spot.

But before they could continue, they stopped. Abdullah came back with the merchants watching, holding some clothes out to Tristan with sincerity to say, “Yomkino an tati máána Marrakech.”

“Shookran,” smiled Tristan, thanking him with a firm shake of the hand. 

Abdullah returned to his camels, as the other merchants referred to their map to see which direction they were to go next when they set off again in the morning. 

“So, what did he say?” asked Maggi. “I think I almost got all of that.”

“He said we’re allowed to go with them to Marrakech, if I got that right,” translated Ben to which Maggi waved her hand slightly to comment. “Almost. Slightly off, but almost.”

“Yeah, that’s what he said,” confirmed Tristan. “He also gave us these clothes, and by the looks of things free of charge, I wonder why.”

The merchants continued taking glances at the strange children, and the garments they wore, that with the story that Abdullah told them about the group falling from the sky. The glances were interspersed with many emotions, some of fear, curiosity, awe and respect. Particularly at the Lancaster twins. Was it a mirage in this heat?

“They’re kind, that’s why,” concluded Rose, smiling back at the huddled men.

“Nobody is that kind, especially to children,” disagreed Julia looking at them suspiciously.

“Then again, we are in a different culture, different time period. Desert tribes are said to be kinder if I remember from history lessons. They know how tough it is in the deserts and we are kids lost in the middle of nowhere,” rationalised Ben. “They know what it’s like to live a tough, nomadic life. Hence the generosity.”

“I think Ben’s right, the merchants look safe to travel with,” nodded David.

The merchants had already set up tents, the sun already quickly setting across the horizon, disappearing behind the sand dunes. 

“I’m going to practice my Arabic. I don’t think it’s fair on Tristan and Ben to keep acting as our interpreters,” said Rose. 

Walking away, she found a quiet spot in the shade and began drawing the letters of the Arabic alphabet in the sand.

“Meanwhile I’m going to get dressed!” planned Maggi.

“And we’re going to go watch the camels!” grinned the Lancaster twins.

“I’m going to mind my own business,” deadpanned Julia as she emptied her shoes of sand again.

“Ben and I will go help the merchants with the tents,” said Tristan.

“Be careful,” Julia warned them as they went off.

“That’s Julia for you. Never trusts strangers,” whispered Tristan to Ben who sniggered.

Julia sighed and sat on the sand looking at the setting sun, whilst the others continued exploring. She flexed her fingers through the sand, then breathed in the air. 

‘Ben’s right,’ she thought to herself. 

She needed to chill. But she had never travelled to anywhere before today. Ben, Tristan, Rose, Daniel and David had all gone on holidays with their families respectively. And Maggi lived in the woods. Julia was used to the urban life. Pavements, concrete, the background noise of the city. Apart from the wind and distant murmurs of Arabic dialogue, nothing. So used to chaos, routine and business, the calm in a way felt alien to her. It was all so new.

‘I just have to adapt, I’m not alone. This might be fun,’ she thought to herself, taking the sand again in her hand and watched it trickle, pouring slowly out through her fingers.

The trickling of the sand made her relax, lose herself in the moment-

Turning her head abruptly, she searched the tall sand dunes right and left.

‘What was that?’

She had felt a ping on the nape of her neck. She touched it. Whenever she felt that feeling was when someone was watching her. Turning her head to search again the vast dunes.

There was nobody there. 

Annoyed with herself for being paranoid she lied down into the sand and closed her eyes, to fully immerse herself and appreciate the sounds and smells of this new world. The tips of her fingers continuing to stroke and caress the smooth sand. No noises of ambulances, sirens she constantly kept hearing in London. Apart from the wind blowing into her ears. Nothing, just the sand, her friends, some merchants and the docile camels. Peaceful, serene and quiet. 

Julia making sure nobody was nearby, smiled to herself.

“Goodbye London. Hello Sahara.”
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ROSE CONTINUED TO WRITE in the sand. She shivered coldly as the wind blew. What happened to that warm breeze? 

“Put this on,” said a voice as a cloak was put over her head. 

“Thank you,” smiled Rose. 

She looked at herself in the light of the bonfire lit by the merchants.

The cloak was a beautiful, traditional Moroccan style, and it came with a hood to also keep her head warm. It was also loose and allowed air in, perfect for the day when the temperature was high and to prevent heat stroke. The perfect garment for traversing the desert and not gathering attention from the civilians of that era.

“The desert gets cold at night. Make sure to bundle up when you go to sleep tonight,” advised Tristan sitting next to Rose. “How’s the revision coming along?”

“Really good. I learnt all the letters, numbers, days of the week, months of the year, how to tell the time, practised greetings. To asking questions about wellbeing, getting directions somewhere, asking questions about food and drink, the weather forecast. I also remembered how to say thank you. You said it earlier didn’t you? Shookrun?”

“Shookran,” corrected Tristan. “But that’s really good, you’re doing really well, what else?”

“That’s it so far,” beamed Rose as she drew the last letter, Ya, ۑ

“You’re writing the wrong way,” reminded Tristan. “Arabic, Hebrew and Persian use the right-to-left writing system. Not left-to-right like in English.”

“Oh yes, completely forgot they write it the opposite direction,” realised Rose. “I knew something was amiss whilst writing them.” 

“Don’t worry you’re doing great. Rose, trust me you’re doing brilliant,” reassured Tristan whilst she corrected herself, rewriting the alphabet. 

“Thanks Tristan. That’s nice of you to say that,” said Rose, gazing at the letters in amazement. “A world where reading and writing is done in the opposite of how we’re used to. It’s like stepping through the looking glass. Our ending is their beginning.”

Tristan smiled. “When you put it like that. It sounds magical.”

The two continued to be immersed by the flames of the fire, listening to the background Arabic chatter and giggling, due to the Lancaster twins enjoying watching the camels eating. Not that far away they could also hear Maggi, Ben and Julia playing rock, paper scissors. Tristan noticed Rose was left with Quentin to look after. It was funny how none of the teachers noticed the stuffed toy had jumped with the children for the ride. 

“I was thinking about my mum earlier. It’s strange to think she isn’t even born, doesn’t exist right now,” said Rose before trailing off.

“I know what you mean. This time travel business, when you think about it, it makes you realize things that put your head through a spin,” agreed Tristan. “Like even now it boggles my mind. If we went to London right now. We’d find Queen Elizabeth is the current monarch but not the one we know back home. Anne Boleyn and Henry the VIII’s daughter of the Tudor family. We could even go and see Shakespeare at this moment, writing and performing plays in the Grand Theatre. The whole of London in its infancy.”

“It’s all very surreal to comprehend. All of those history lessons and museums we visited, all those artefacts left behind that historians and scholars analyse, speculate over what it must have been like. I remember when we discussed about it in the classroom with Miss Verniqua, wondering also. And now here we are. Walking through a world that a few hours ago to us was long dead. I’m so excited Tristan. This is the first time I’ve come to Morocco, and coming with you guys is just like a dream come true,” continued Rose looking at the stars.

“They look amazing, don’t they,” noticed Tristan.

“Oh they do!” agreed Rose wholeheartedly. “Back home, all the light pollution stops us seeing them properly. It’s so beautiful.”

Tristan smiled at her observation. 

“Guys! Want to play rock, paper, or scissors?” called Maggi.

“No thank you, Tristan and I are star gazing,” replied Rose still staring at the twinkling lights.

“Can we join in?” asked the Lancaster twins in unison.

“Sure thing, it’s hard to star gaze back in the Present in London, you’d better take advantage of it,” answered Tristan.

Within moments, the children were all lying on the sand gazing up at the stars, describing what they all looked like. Julia saw one that looked like a leopard, Tristan saw one that looked like a monkey juggling, Daniel and David insisted on seeing a star constellation of twin centaurs, whilst Ben swore he saw a constellation of an ogre. Rose found Venus in the sky, whilst Maggi noticed a rather peculiar star.

“That one looks like the moon.”

“That’s because it is the moon, Maggi,” pointed out Ben.

Everyone entered into a fit of laughter and giggles, ending on a high note as their first day time travelling drew to a close.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter II
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‘Whenever I think of the Past, it brings back so many memories’~ Steven Wright

A huge crowd jumping up and down shouting and hurling verbal abuse everywhere,

“TRAITOR!”

“GO TO HELL!”

“HA HA HA!”

Climbing up the steps onto a stage overlooking a crowd. Why did everyone hate him? What did he do wrong? He only saw one face that didn’t look happy or angry. But scared and desperate. Someone he knew...

“Tristan, wake up!”

“Huh?”

Tristan woke up from the bizarre dream.

“You okay?” asked Ben.

“Yeah,” whispered Tristan quietly rubbing his forehead.

The Lancaster twins were not woken up by Tristan’s mumblings. Tristan looked around the tent they were sleeping in. Rose, Maggi and Julia had their own tent to sleep in privately. Whilst the boys shared with Abdullah and one another merchant by the name of Faris.

Ben got out of his sleeping bag to sit next to him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“It was the same one I’ve been having for a while,” replied Tristan, keeping his voice low so as to not to wake the others. “Nothing to worry about. Thanks for waking me, it was getting kind of weird.”

“Just watching your back. I hate bad dreams and speaking of which I swear I keep hearing footsteps outside,” stated Ben.

Tristan looked up, becoming alert. “Are you sure?”

Ben nodded, but he didn’t need to say anything further. They could hear it very clearly in that moment, something shuffling outside. Tristan and Ben peeked through the slip of the tent. Their eyes adjusted to the darkness, making out what it was.

Individuals in black attire with covered faces, wielding daggers whilst examining the merchants’ tents and camels.

“Thieves!” gasped Ben but it seemed they had not gone unnoticed. 

Sounds of yelling and shouting filled the air as the other merchants woke up and began charging at the unwelcomed guests. Abdullah and Faris woke up and ran out the tents with their daggers out, joining in as chaos broke out.

“Is it morning?” mumbled a groggy David, oblivious to what was going on.

“No, wait here,” replied Tristan absent-mindedly as him and Ben watched closely on the one thing that the thieves might have their eyes on, the tent the girls were sleeping in. 

“There’s too many of them,” whispered Ben.

“We’ve got magic and weapons that people don’t even have yet, numbers don’t matter,” pointed out Daniel.

“Shhh!” hushed Ben and Tristan noticing something was amiss. 

One of the thieves started talking near their tent, listening closely to them to hear they were speaking in a language that was not Arabic.

But before they could make out what language it was or decide on their next strategy of attack. New outcries of distress started that perturbed them, looking up to see what it was in response to a bright light that filled the sky. The thieves’ silhouettes outside the tent broke into a run, scrambling away as a fiery, demonic figure with wings crackled in the night sky, chasing the thieves away before vanishing!

“Ya Allah! Djinn?! Ma kani thilka?” exclaimed Abdullah, the other merchants wondering what on earth just happened. 

“What was that?” asked Daniel upon seeing it.

“Some kind of ghost?” guessed David.  

Tristan and Ben stared at Daniel and David as though they had never met them before.

“Do we know you?” asked Tristan suspiciously. 

“That was Rose’s fiery spirit, Ignis,” explained Ben.

“But all she did was scare them off, she should have burnt them to a crisp. I was having a nice dream,” grumbled Daniel lying back down again.

“I thought it looked familiar. Nice one Rose-zzzzzz,” mumbled David before snoring away again.  

Ben and Tristan continued watching through the tent flap, the merchants celebrating after the shock passed and it had sunk in that they won. 

“They won’t come back after that,” Ben whispered to Tristan. “After that, I’ll be surprised if they ever steal again.”

Expect the unexpected. That expression really did apply to their journeys. Tristan was certainly not expecting thieves to attack them like that in the middle of the desert.

“We’d better get some rest, we continue the journey tomorrow,” suggested Ben heading back to his sleeping bag.

Tristan returned to his, only to stop, reluctant to head back to the land of nod.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be here to save you from anymore potential Freddy Kruegers invading your dreams,” joked Ben to which Tristan smiled back.

“Thanks Ben,” he said, lying back down as Abdullah and Faris returned to the tent, falling asleep without any further disturbances.
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WHEN MORNING ARRIVED, the children had water and dates for breakfast as the camel train prepared for departure. The merchants treated the children with such hospitality that morning. Truly believing the fact nobody got hurt and nothing got stolen by the thieves last night, was as a result of coming across the children who fell from the sky. The lucky mascot sent from God. It was a sign. The children continued to discuss over breakfast about what happened that night.

“I had a feeling we were being watched but I ignored it. I thought I was just being paranoid and not liking this place based on first impressions,” admitted Julia remembering the previous sunset in which she felt the ping on her neck.

“Never distrust your gut instincts. Most of the time they’re absolutely right on the ball,” advised Ben.

“Rose, you were amazing,” praised David. “Thinking of the fire spirit was pretty clever.”

“It was nothing,” smiled Rose as the others thanked Rose for her quick thinking that night, avoiding any of the merchants being killed. “I hope we didn’t scare the other merchants.”

“Nonsense, we’re innocent children lost in the desert,” grinned Tristan cheekily.

“So, when are we going to get to Marrakech?” asked Maggi, growing impatient having gotten bored of the desert after playing in it all morning.

“Abdullah and the others are checking their map to make sure they’re going the right way. If things go well we’ll be there before the sun is about to set,” answered Tristan.

“Looks like they’re ready,” noticed Julia as the camels began to depart, one of the merchants gave Julia a walking stick to use after a kind request by Ben. 

“We’re off, everyone got everything?” double checked David.

“I’ve got Quentin!” said Maggi.

Once everyone was ready, they commenced walking the long journey to Marrakech. It was a lot tougher that day since there was less cloud cover from the sun. Luckily there was a cool breeze blowing that kept the children walking. After one hour of travel, Maggi began to complain why they just couldn’t bring out the Horologium to teleport themselves there. 

“Because we still can’t control it very well,” explained Tristan. “We’ll end up somewhere else and then can’t fulfil our first mission objectives, and how embarrassing would that be. Failing our first mission due to laziness.”

“I can just imagine Miss Verniqua’s face when we tell her the reason we won’t be in Marrakech. Sorry but we got tired and decided to use the Horologium,” laughed Daniel.

“I think I can see an oasis,” stated David.

“No, you’re probably seeing a mirage we still got a way to go,” disagreed Ben.

“But he’s right, there’s something in the distance,” agreed Julia pointing to the horizon.

“Is it Marrakech?” asked Maggi excited.

“Whatever it is it’s approaching us fast,” observed Rose as the merchant’s camels stopped in their tracks.

“Tow waqaf. Olee matha?” asked Abdullah wondering why the camels had stopped as whatever it was continued getting closer.

Tristan entered into Form of Primus as the wind grew fiercer, whipping up sand everywhere. 

“But we’ve got company,” whispered Daniel and David.

“We’ll be dead if we’re not ready. Let’s focus on surviving first and explaining after,” snapped Tristan.

The others realised he was right. Bringing out their weapons on the double, the creature finally reached them causing the sand underneath them to give way.

“What the-” uttered Julia in confusion before losing her foot hold as everyone tumbled.

The sand parted, revealing a giant creature protruding from the sand!

“AHHH!!!” yelled Tristan jumping up into the air with his sword, aimed ready upon landing to slice the giant sand worm- only for it to disappear into the sand again.

“I didn’t know creatures like these existed in the Sahara desert,” uttered David unable to believe his eyes.

“That’s because they don’t! What is going on?!” yelled Daniel.

Rose recognised this worm. The camel train fell apart, the merchants made a run for it as the sand began turning into a storm. Rose stumbled towards Ben and Julia and tapped them on the shoulder.

“That’s not just any creature. It’s a spirit.” 

“I think we kind of figured that out,” admitted Julia annoyed at the ground departing from all stability.

“Which one is it Rose?” asked Ben.

“Fodere, a spirit that loves to dig,” she answered.

Tristan attempted to cut the creature down again but only managed a tiny piece of its huge tail off. 

“How do we defeat it?” asked Maggi.

“By stopping it doing the thing it loves,” said Rose as they all fell over again.

The worm had already started digging itself deep into the sand, sucking everything inside.

“Tempus Firmum!” yelled Tristan, using the Horologium to be immune to the instability, jumping high into the air, before reaching the worm and slicing down the middle whilst it was busy burrowing itself deep into the ground.

The shaking stopped as the creature’s body was dismembered by the sword, using this opportunity Rose quickly got up and ran to it, commanding the following incantation, “O’ spirit of Fodere that has an obsession with digging, capable of unearthing treasures and destroying cities both above and under the ground. I request your services as a price for your defeat. Recognise myself as your new master!”

In response to these words, the worm began disintegrating from the sand. The shiny fragments forming into an arcane card depicting a worm that was happily digging away through the core of the earth with the word, ‘Fodere’, before synchronising into Rose’s chest. The merchants looked petrified, visibly shaken up and sweating, trying to comprehend what on earth just happened.

“We’re never going to get to Marrakech if we keep having interruptions like this,” muttered Maggi as Abdullah started calming the distressed camels.

Rose turned to Tristan. “Thank you, Tristan, if it wasn’t for you we would have been sucked into the sand.”

To which Tristan merely rubbed his head, smiling meekly to say, “It was nothing.”

“But what are spirits doing here if you didn’t summon it Rose? Does that mean someone else summoned it?” asked Ben as Julia looked around the desert. 

Was someone watching them? It felt like they had just walked into a trap.

“Then again it could be a rogue spirit, like Ignis and Terra,” suggested Daniel.

“I think we should help the merchants,” suggested Rose, as Ben and Tristan followed suit in helping retrieve the camels.

Miles away on a sand dune, having just observed the brief battle, were the thieves that had attacked them the previous night. A call sounded in one of their pockets as the leader brought out their communication device and a hologram image of a man appeared.

“Did you find the group sent by Prehendo Tempus?” enquired the hologram.

“Yes,” confirmed the leader.

“Are you sure it’s the right one?” asked the hologram.

“Positive, girl matches description, non-matching eyes and the rest of the group fit their profiles. We’ve found Mundi Salvator,” replied the leader promptly.

“Shadow them and make sure you don’t lose sight of them,” ordered the hologram before disappearing.
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AFTER THE CAMEL TRAIN was sorted and the merchants had a break to recover; the journey through the desert continued. The children kept walking, with Tristan having his sword out in case of another attack, whilst they played ‘I spy’. The game soon became boring as they ran out of things to notice, except for the desert and the blue sky.

“I can see why they call deserts, deserts. They just go on and on,” muttered Maggi.

“Someone sounds bored,” remarked Julia.

Ben scoffed. Tristan turned to him that instant with an eager grin. “Spill the beans Ben. What’s funny?”

“It’s nothing really. Just something a bit silly,” dismissed Ben.

“Well now you have to tell us!” said the Lancaster twins.  

“It’s just the name of this place I was thinking about. Sahara Desert. When translated it sounds a bit silly. Sahara is Arabic for Desert. When translated, this place is called ‘Desert Desert’. Maggi repeating the word reminded me of that. It’s just like with Leo the Lion. Leo is Latin for Lion. When translated into English it just sounds ridiculous,” said Ben.

Maggi sniggered. “Lion the Lion! That name sounds so silly now!”

Everyone burst into laughter. 

“You know this reminds me of a story,” remembered Rose. “Have any of you guys heard of ‘The Little Prince’ by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry?”

“Yes,” replied Ben and Tristan whilst the Lancaster twins, Maggi and Julia shook their heads.

“Well, the story is about a prince who lives on an asteroid and decides to go exploring,” began Rose.

“Where does he go to?” asked Maggi curiously.

“Well, if I remember he goes to six asteroids first, before reaching Earth. Each asteroid he comes across is accompanied by adults who live pitiful lives. It’s really quite a sad story,” recollected Rose.

“I felt sorry for the street lighter,” confessed Ben. “Constantly turning on and off the light because the orbit of the asteroid was so small, night and day were seconds apart.”

“The asteroid with the accountant on it made me laugh. Bankers are obsessed with money,” said Tristan.

“What reminded you about it?” Julia asked Rose. 

“Where we are right now. The little prince comes to the Sahara desert in the story,” answered Rose.

“I don’t understand, you said the story is sad. How is it sad? From what Ben and Tristan have just said, it sounds like a comedy,” questioned Maggi.

“It’s hard to describe how it’s sad. It’s one of those things you have to read to understand its beauty,” explained Tristan with difficulty.

“Well, the ending is definitely a tragedy,” said Ben in agreement with Rose.

“Oh the ending always makes me cry,” confessed Rose.

“It’s a sad story because it shows how cruel the world of adults is through the perspective of a child’s innocence,” observed Tristan. “Well that’s my interpretation of the story.”

“Do you think we’ll see the Little Prince?” asked Maggi.

“That would be nice,” smiled Rose. 

“How did the prince travel to the asteroids?” asked Daniel and David in unison.

“I think with a flock of birds,” said Tristan.

“Oooh! Like James and the Giant Peach?” enquired Maggi.

“Kind of,” smiled Rose, exchanging a glance with Tristan. 

“Minus the peach,” he grinned. 

They continued to traverse the sun dunes as the sun continued to dip in the sky. After climbing another giant sand dune, they could finally see it, and this time it was definitely not a mirage, the Atlas Mountains coming into view as even the merchants celebrated upon seeing the capital of Morocco of that time period in the distance, Marrakech. Or as the Moroccans would call it, ‘City of Happiness’.

On approach, they could see the tall walls that protected the city from invasion and sandstorms. Upon arriving at the gates and being approved entry by the guards, the children were taken aback by the spectacular architecture and views that they saw when finally entering inside the guarded city. The breath-taking beauty from the gardens with palm trees, to the ancient buildings of mosques, synagogues and sultan palace. They saw the famous ‘souk’ an open-air Berber marketplace that overwhelmed them with the shops and items for sale. From the colourful dyed leather shoes, trinkets of exquisite craftsmanship of jewellery, cutlery and garments to Persian rugs, spices and food, it seemed everything in the world was crammed right in front of them. 

And the people dressed in long hooded robes called djellabas of various colours as they wandered through the winding market stalls and bazaars, window shopping or simply to enjoy the bustling view. There was so much to see and take in. So many things to do and try. And the noise, oh the noise; the shouting and haggling of the shopkeepers and merchants, promising the best bargains as they passed by, the local women chattering away in the neighbourhood on all the latest family news, the imaam’s deep voice sounding overhead making the call for prayer, children’s laughter accompanied to the many games played in the street. The music pounding in their ears as musicians played their instruments, whilst belly dancers moved to the rhythm of the beat, performing Raqs Sharqi, entertaining the passers-by with their alluring and flexible moves. There were snake charmers hypnotising snakes to move on par with them, acrobats and jugglers entertaining the crowds, fortune tellers promising to tell what lies in your future, one in particular noticed the children and started screaming, before hanging up an ornament of a blue hand with an eye in the middle. 

It was no wonder that Tristan hadn’t noticed that they already had one missed call from Miss Verniqua from ‘The Thing’ because of the amount of noise and not hearing it go off. They needed to find somewhere quiet to talk. 

“We need to find somewhere to talk to Miss Verniqua
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