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Chapter 1: Forest Discovery
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Galarsfield was a bad place to be an alien lifeform. One such creature was going to learn that lesson tonight. It would be the last lesson it would ever learn in its life.

The strange creature looked around nervously, poking its head up tentatively from the bushes. The creature was like nothing that lived on planet Earth with its origins a mystery to anyone that saw it. With its pencil-thin limbs, large insect like eyes, chalk white skin and three-fingered hands, it looked like something out of a sci-fi film. However, the hunters pursuing the creature knew that this was no actor in a costume or cheap special effect. It was real and they wanted it dead.

The creature had been hiding in the secluded areas of Crescent Hill Forest for a few weeks and had so far remained undiscovered. Unfortunately, the night before, it had been spotted and now it was on the run from the worst kind of people possible, those who wanted the creature exterminated. The creature looked around, its huge eyes wide with fright. It could see in the dark so even with the forest as black as the night, everything was crystal clear to it. The coast was clear. Still, the creature was hesitant to step out from the bushes. Suppose its hunters were still nearby? It looked behind and saw nothing. Maybe it really had lost them? Feeling more at ease, the creature stepped out from the bush. It moved slowly and looked left and right cautiously. Nothing moved. It was safe to carry on. The creature hoped to find a hollowed out log or tree or even some kind of hole it could hide away in so its pursuers would never find it again. 

The creature darted forward.

However, it didn’t get very far. As it sprinted out of the bush and towards a pair of trees, a beam of electricity fired at the ground, kicking up dirt behind its heels. The creature was blown off its feet and it rolled forwards. It landed face-first in a leaf pile and frightened away a fox that was prowling nearby. The creature stood up and sprinted away as another electrical beam hit the ground but missed it by millimetres. The creature darted up a tree but its pursuers shot at it. A single blast caused the tree to topple over but the creature jumped off before it could fall with it. It spread out its limbs and a membrane unfolded under its arms. The creature glided to safety but its attacker in pursuit. The creature landed on top of the famous moon-shaped hill that gave Crescent Hill Forest its name and charged down it, its enemies following.  

The creature let out a wail of fright. Why couldn’t these things leave it alone? It hadn’t harmed anybody! It reached the bottom of the hill and charged through a field of bluebells. Several flowers were flattened by its large feet as it ran. It reached the end of the field and jumped over a fallen tree. It skidded to a halt and let out a garbled cry of horror as it saw that a second attacker had gotten ahead and was staring it down. The creature was being pursued by two giant, robotic dragons that were designed to chase their targets and immobilize them so their creator could come in for the kill. With their sleek serpentine bodies, black and gold armoured casing and reptilian looking heads, they looked like the weapons of someone who wanted to take over the world. The creature tried to run but the robot dragon shot again, this time grazing the alien on the arm. Drops of blood splattered onto the log it had climbed onto. Grimacing in pain, the alien ran off again. The robot dragons continued to chase after it. The big advantage they had was that they could go on and on without tiring, but the creature couldn’t. The chase would soon be over and they would have their prey. Then their creator would come in for the kill... 

_____________________________________________ 

Ruby Silverlock always took her pet dog for a walk in Crescent Hill Forest. Ever since the family had purchased the dog, she had never failed to take him for a walk at least once every day in this forest. Ruby enjoyed coming to Crescent Hill Forest for its quiet atmosphere, pretty flower fields and large trees to climb up. The dog, whom they’d named Wilson after the football in Cast Away, loved it here too. He was a little terrier with grey and black fur and one ear pointing up while the other flopped down.

Today, Wilson was acting strangely. 

He began sniffing at the log he had come across.

“What is it boy? You found something?” the young girl asked. 

Wilson kept sniffing at the log intently. He couldn’t make heads nor tails what this smell was all about. Ruby patted him. 

“I know, that definitely looks unusual.” she observed as she looked at the orange stain, “I haven’t seen a substance of that colour before and,” She paused to take a sniff herself, “It sure smells odd. I think we may be on to something!”

Wilson barked, sharing his owner’s excitement.

“Just wait til my sisters see this!” Ruby said gleefully, “I might have finally made some kind of big discovery...”

She took out a magnifying glass from her pocket and took a closer look at the dried blood. 

Ruby was fifteen years old and very pretty. She had sparkling blue eyes, a slim figure and she liked to dress in a red t-shirt, a black leather jacket, matching leather trousers and black walking boots. Her most unusual feature was her head of long silver hair that seemed to have its own shine. She’d often asked where her unusual hair colour came from but nobody could give her a proper answer. This unusual hair colour had given Ruby a lifelong interest in the strange and mysterious and as she’d learned in school, Galarsfield was ripe for the picking in strange occurrences. She took a close look at the blood spots through her magnifying glass and hummed to herself. 

“Now what are you mysterious substance?” she asked curiously, “Looks a little like paint but it sure doesn’t smell like it. I think there’s...” she paused as she sniffed again, “A trace of iron in the scent? So it could be blood, and it’s certainly NOT human blood or animal blood. No creature on Earth has orange blood. Yep, we’ve definitely found ourselves something otherworldly! Question is, where’s the creature that bled here?”

Wilson looked up at her curiously, simply wagging his tail. Ruby took out a glass jar from her pocket and peeled off the wooden bark with the blood spots on. Dropping them into the jar, she screwed the lid shut and gazed at the strange orange substance that coated the bark. 

“If we’re lucky, we could find it.” Ruby suggested, “But let’s not keep Em and Sapph waiting. Let’s catch up to them and show what we’ve found.”

She patted her hip. 

“Come on boy.” Ruby called and Wilson followed as she ran off back the way they’d come.

She found her two sisters together in a field of bluebells. One of the sisters was picking bluebells while the other was glancing at a book on plants she was reading.

“Hey Emerald! Sapphire! Come and look at this!” Ruby called to her sisters.

Emerald and Sapphire turned and ran towards her.

Emerald was the youngest of the trio at 12 years old. She had a delicate appearance and liked to dress in a green hoodie, a white shirt with green stripes, a green tam-o-shanter that she always wore, black jogging trousers and brown walking shoes. Her eyes and hair were brown and she was always sporting a sweet smile on her face as if the world was one big happy place for her.

Sapphire was the middle child, aged 14 and unlike her sisters, she was black from their father’s side of the family. She had blue eyes like Ruby and liked to wear a white shirt with blue stripes, a blue hoodie, tight fitting jeans and boots with fur around the ankles. Her black hair was dyed blue. She was rarely ever seen without a book in her hands. 

The Silverlock sisters made an unusual trio with their colour-coded gemstone inspired names and clothes, and especially Ruby’s silver hair, but the three teens couldn’t be closer and were as happy together as any siblings could be. 

“What is it Ruby?” Emerald asked inquisitively.

“I bet it’s to do with what’s been going on in that field.” Sapphire suggested. 

“Oh yeah? What do you mean?” Ruby inquired.

“Me and Em were just exploring this bluebell field because Em wanted to pick some.” Sapphire explained, “But we noticed a lot of squashed flowers and it looks as if whatever ran through there wasn’t exactly human.”

She showed Ruby what she meant. The silver-haired girl could see straight away that something had been through this field and it definitely was NOT human. The squashed flowers suggested that whatever had been through here had big feet and as Ruby peered closer, she could see what looked like claw marks at the end of the imprint. Even a human with big boots on wouldn’t have squashed down that many flowers in one step and left what looked almost like a footprint in the bluebell field. 

She nodded agreeably. 

“Oh yeah Sapph, that’s not human.” Ruby concurred, “And neither is what me and Wilson have here...”

She showed the jar of bloodied bark to her sisters. Emerald and Sapphire stared in wonder at her find.

“Oooooh, look at that!” Emerald piped excitedly, “That’s as unusual as those footprints!”

“What is it exactly?” Sapphire asked, “Some kind of viscous substance that fell on the wood?”

“I strongly believe it might be dried blood.” Ruby declared, “And that plus those footprints in the bluebells can mean only one thing...”

The girls all nodded as they came to the same conclusion.

“Something unusual is in this forest!” they shrieked in unison. 

“Whatever it is, I hope it’s friendly.” Emerald said sweetly, “I’d like to make friends with some unknown animal or whatever it is.”

“I wonder what caused it to bleed and where it is now.” Sapphire said thoughtfully. 

“Whatever it is, I’m sure we’ll find it and then I’ll have officially made a big new discovery!” Ruby said, her voice radiating enthusiasm, “I, Ruby Silverlock, will be a great explorer of the unknown just like the great explorers of the past and no mystery will ever remain unsolved while I’m around!”

Emerald giggled at her big sister’s confidence.

“You’ll be great Ruby, and we’ll follow you all the way!” she cheered. 

“Provided we don’t find something that could potentially kill us all...” Sapphire said nervously.

“Oh don’t worry about that, I’ll be careful.” Ruby insisted, “Now I have to wonder just what kind of creature we’ll find in this forest...”

She shrugged. 

“Whatever it is, it’ll have to wait.” she said casually, “We best be back home before we miss our tea.”

She whistled to Wilson and the dog scampered after its owners as the girls walked out of the forest together. Ruby knew she was on the cusp of some big discovery, but little did she know, she was going to make some discoveries bigger than anything she could’ve imagined...
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Chapter 2: The Supernatural Explorer
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It only took about fifteen minutes for the girls to walk home from Crescent Hill Forest. They lived in a two storey house with four bedrooms. One of the bedrooms had been the attic but it had since been converted into a bedroom so all three girls could have a room of their own. The house was in a quiet street not far from the local town, something the Silverlock family enjoyed as it made living here peaceful and stress free while also meaning they didn’t have far to go if they wanted to go into town or take the dog a walk. As soon as Ruby, Emerald and Sapphire arrived, they were hit by the delicious smell of their mother’s cooking. It was their usual routine: they’d finish school, walk the dog and be back in time for dinner. 

“Mum, we’re home!” Ruby called out. 

“Excellent timing as always my darlings. Dinner’s just about ready!” their mother called back. 

The sisters took off their jackets and hung them up. Emerald quickly ran over to set the table while Ruby took off Wilson’s lead. Sapphire poured drinks for everyone. Once the table was laid, their mother dished out the dinner. It was sausage pasta, one of Ruby’s favourite meals. Their father sat down to the table with them. 

Their mother Annie was a typical stay-at-home mum who seemed to spend most of her time in the garden. Very rarely did her three daughters see her without overalls and a pair of boots on. Annie had a dainty appearance that only exemplified what a sweet and motherly person she was. She had gentle brown eyes and hair that matched. She always wore her hair up with a neat green bow. She was a kind of mother, patient and understanding with her children and seldom ever lost her temper. 

Their father Michael was a tall man, easily towering over his wife. With thick shoulders and strong looking arms, he looked somewhat brutish in appearance and yet he was as gentle as Annie was. He worked in a flower shop in the local town and was passionate about his job. Not only could he identify any species of flower just by glancing at it, but he would often bark at his wife and daughters if they ever stepped on one, though they knew his bark was worse than his bite and he could never truly be angry at them. His blue eyes, short black hair and black skin made him a very striking fellow. 

For a moment, nobody spoke as they tucked into the pasta. Wilson sat nearby; gazing longingly at his owners and hoping any of them would be careless enough to drop a bit of sausage or pasta on the floor for him to snatch up. Eventually, Annie began the conversation. 

“How was school today?” she inquired, addressing all three girls at once. 

“Same old.” Ruby said dismissively, pronging a piece of pasta with her fork. 

“I dunno why you bother asking mum, that’s the only answer you’re going to get out of her.” Sapphire muttered. 

“Well maybe one day, I’ll get a different answer.” Annie retorted, “That’s why I bother asking.” 

“I had a good time doing P.E. this afternoon.” Emerald answered, “And I enjoyed doing horticulture with Mr. Briggs too.”

“And I enjoyed literacy.” Sapphire put in, “Mrs. Stonier is constantly impressed with my knowledge of books and said that maybe I should consider writing my own one day. I’m not sure though, loving reading books is not the same as writing one, is it!” she joked.

“I think you’d ace it Sapph.” Ruby said supportively, “Maybe if you can think up of a story of your own, you’d be able to give us something really special.”

“Quite right Ruby.” Michael agreed, picking grated cheese out of a bowl to sprinkle on his pasta, “You’ll never know what you can do if you don’t try.”

“A lesson your older sister could do with taking to heart.” Annie said, glancing at Ruby. 

She’d meant it in jest but Ruby didn’t see it that way. 

“I do try things mum, it’s just I already know what I want to do and school isn’t going to help me in that regard.” she muttered, “Only Mr. Briggs’s history lessons are meaningful to a supernatural explorer such as myself.”

“I understand you have a large interest in the unknown my girl but your father and I both agree that it’s not a sustainable career in the long run.” Annie said, her voice full of concern for her eldest daughter, “You say you want to be a supernatural explorer but what if you spend your life looking for things and never find anything? I can’t bear the thought of you being disappointed and not achieving your potential like you could in a real job.”

“Two minutes ago, dad said “You’ll never know what you can do if you don’t try”.” Ruby noted, “Well that applies to me too. For all we know, I might find something really amazing that’s never been discovered before, and it’ll make us enough money to live comfortably for the rest of our lives! So while I do understand what you’re saying and I do very much appreciate you worrying for me mum, I won’t stop what I’m doing. I want to explore the world and see what mysteries I can uncover and that’s my ultimate goal in life!” 

Emerald applauded Ruby, feeling her big sister’s enthusiasm. Sapphire shared the sentiment but wasn’t sure if she should respond as it might annoy her parents. 

Michael shrugged. 

“Can’t argue with that Annie.” he said reasonably, “If she wants to be an explorer, then we should encourage her to be one. As she said, if she gives it a go, she might end up being really good at it...”

Annie looked annoyed that her husband was agreeing with her daughter. She wanted to argue some more but in the end, she saw the futility of her situation. Ruby had set herself on this crazy life of chasing shadows and nothing was going to deter her from it. And Ruby was right, how would she know if she’d be a success of a failure if she never tried? It wouldn’t be fair to hold her back from her dream. 

Her face curled into a kind smile. 

“Very well Ruby, I shan’t argue about it anymore.” she said, sounding more supportive, “I just...don’t want you to get your hopes up too high is all.”

“I understand mum, and as always I thank you and dad for looking out for me.” Ruby said sweetly, “I dunno what I’d do without you two in my life.”

Annie and Michael beamed with pleasure.

“That’s so kind of you to say darling.” Michael said jovially, “No matter what you get up to in life kiddo, we’ve always got your back.” 

Ruby smiled appreciatively. 

Once dinner was finished, the family tidied up the table and Ruby gathered everyone into the living room so she could show Annie and Michael what she and her sisters had found in Crescent Hill Forest. The two adults were astonished as they gazed at the blood-coated bark Ruby had taken with her. Emerald contributed by showing photographs she’d taken of the footprints in the flowerbed with her phone. 

“My word, that is quite a find!” Annie exclaimed. 

“You see? Our girl’s already on a big discovery!” Michael chuckled, “And she’s not even started college yet!”

“Quite so dad.” Ruby agreed, “You can thank Wilson for the find. He spotted the log, I doubt I’d have seen it otherwise.”

She patted Wilson on the head in thanks. The little terrier wagged his tail with pleasure, enjoying being the centre of attention like this. 

“We’re yet to actually see the creature those footprints and that blood belongs to.” Sapphire noted, “But I imagine if we keep probing the forest some more, we might find it.”
“And then Ruby will have achieved her dream already!” Emerald said, her voice giddy with excitement. 
“It is very exciting girls but do keep in mind that whatever this creature is, it could be very dangerous.” Annie said worriedly, “Who knows what it is and whether it’s friendly or vicious? Please, if you do find this creature, don’t let it see you. You let us know and we’ll call the authorities to deal with it.” 

“Of course mum. I won’t get myself killed.” Ruby said reassuringly, “I’ll keep my distance and stay hidden at all times. I wouldn’t be much of an explorer if I wound up dead after discovering something!” 

“I’m sure whatever it is, it’ll be friendly and we can all make friends with it!” Emerald said sweetly. 

“Em, have we told you how adorable your endless optimism is?” Ruby said with awe. 

“Do I have to give an exact number?” Emerald joked. 

The family giggled. 

A few minutes later, Ruby, Emerald and Sapphire went up to their bedrooms to have some time to themselves before bed. As soon as they left, Annie looked to Michael with worry in her eyes. She put her hands over his. 

“I wish we could convince Ruby to consider something else in life.” the brunette woman sighed, “She’s going to get herself killed if she pursues the life of a supernatural explorer!” 

“Annie, you and I both know what we can’t do that.” Michael said grimly, “We’ve tried for many years to no avail. You know what our girl’s like, when she sets her mind onto something, she won’t change it.”

Annie sighed in exasperation. 

“It’s been like this since the day she asked about her silver hair.” she muttered, “It’s like she’s obsessed with finding some kind of answer to her unusual appearance. I only wish I could convince her that there’s nothing wrong with being unusual and that as strange as her silver hair is, it’s what makes her unique. I want her to be proud of being unique.” 

She sighed heavily while Michael patted her on the back.

“Well whether there’s a reason for her silver hair, I think this kind of life will do Ruby some good.” Michael said optimistically, “Who knows, maybe she’ll discover more about herself and won’t think she’s strange anymore.”

Annie nodded. Her husband did have a point. Ruby had always felt like an outsider due to her unusual hair. Maybe if she found something as unusual as her, that would tell her she was perfectly normal and there was no shame in being different. 

“Maybe so dear.” Annie said agreeably, “I just hope she’ll be safe in this life she’s chosen. I don’t know what I’d do if she...”

She put a hand to her mouth to stop herself. Michael just hugged her for comfort. While he was more easy-going than his wife, he was equally as scared for their eldest child. If Ruby ever did find something, he hoped it wouldn’t come after her.

Whilst her parents were been talking, Ruby had been lying on her bed gazing at her bedroom wall. Her wall was covered with all sorts of news articles and newspaper clippings she’d taken of anything of interest to her. There were all sorts of stories from supposed UFO sightings to photos of what seemed to be a creature in a lake and even a story that suggested some prehistoric creature had been rediscovered and was still alive today. To any normal person, it would seem like a wall of nonsense but not to Ruby. Any tiny story was enough for her to take an interest and while most of them hadn’t led to anything yet, it was still enough to get her exploring any place she could find and searching for answers. She looked back to the jar with the bloodied bark. It had been her biggest find so far. Her stomach tingled with excitement just thinking about what might come next. 

She fingered a lock of her hair. 

“I will be a great explorer.” Ruby declared, “I will make a huge discovery just like many other explorers in the past! And maybe, just maybe...I’ll discover that I’m not so strange after all. If anything from werewolves to goblins can exist in real life, then who’s to say a silver-haired girl can’t? I can finally feel...normal.”

It was a lovely thought and if she kept up her desires to find something big and new, it could become a reality. Nobody would ever think she was weird again. Ruby already had plans for tomorrow. After school, she would go back into Crescent Hill Forest and comb the place for any further findings. Maybe she’d even find the creature whose blood she’d discovered today...

_____________________________________________

It was the same for Ruby every day of the week: school couldn’t end quickly enough! 

Ruby and her sisters attended Creak Hill School, a school that was for students aged 11-16 and it taught a variety of subjects from French to English to Science and much more. The school had lots of classrooms that seemed to be tailor-made to match the subjects that were taught in them. Science lessons were taught in a classroom with actual science equipment in them from Bunsen burners to test tubes, art and woodwork lessons were done in a classroom full stacked with art supplies and tools and cooking lessons were in a classroom that had ovens, microwaves and cupboards full of food to cook with. There was a field around the back for outdoor sports lessons and there were football goals and a basketball hoop to play those respective sports.

Ruby hated school. She saw the whole thing as a complete waste of time and didn’t see the point in it. If it wasn’t law that she had to go here, she’d never go at all. The lessons never meant anything to her and the majority of the students there were unpleasant, disruptive, violent and lacking any form of common sense. It didn’t help either that her strange silver hair made her a target for bullying or unwanted stares from people. She was seen as a freak and it made school life very lonely for Ruby as a result. Of course, she often felt the need to teach the bullies a lesson or two for making fun of her. She smiled to herself as she remembered the last time anyone had called her names. She’d left them struggling to walk for a week and feeling constant agony whenever they moved. 

Ever since then, people felt the need to keep their comments to themselves so Ruby wouldn’t come for them next. 

There was at least one student at Creak Hill School that seemed to be as much an outsider as her. Ruby had tried more than once to befriend her but the girl refused to engage in little more than a nod. She saw her now on her way to history class. The girl was sixteen years old with black hair tied up in twin buns and a single fringe streaked in red hanging over the right side of her face. She was dressed in Goth attire, wearing a black leather jacket similar to Ruby’s but of a different make, a black skirt, black leggings that faded to red as they went down her legs and black boots with red toe tips. Her nails were painted black as were the underneath of her eyes. The girl nodded at Ruby as she passed by, but her eyes seemed to follow her down the corridor. It was as if the Goth girl was trying to commit Ruby to memory for some reason and it crept her out. At least she had her friend Karim. He made school less lonely for her.

History was the only lesson Ruby liked and that was because it tied in to her interest in the supernatural. Mr. Briggs, the teacher, was in his mid-to-late fifties and looked as if he’d been teaching all his life. He had a loud voice and a strict demeanour but was actually a really friendly man by nature. He was also fond of horticulture and so he taught that as well as history. Every time Ruby walked into his classroom she’d pick up the smell of some kind of plant he’d just planted for today. She took her seat and listened intently as Mr. Briggs started today’s lesson. Her interest was piqued as he spoke.

“Today’s lesson is all about the history of Galarsfield.” the elderly teacher explained, “Specifically...the history of supernatural findings. Our town is rather famous for being the centre of many of history’s strangest sightings and most unusual occurrences. Many historians have been asking the same question: Why this particular town? Why do they seem to mostly happen in Galarsfield? Even I cannot tell you this. But I’ll be interested if any of you can tell me when was the first recorded sighting of Galarsfield’s many unexplained events?”

Ruby’s hand shot up. 

“Yes Miss Silverlock?” Mr. Briggs inquired, not surprised that Ruby had the answer.

“It was way back on August the 21st 1807 sir.” Ruby answered.

“Correct Miss Silverlock!” Mr. Briggs said jovially, “And as a bonus, can you tell me what was supposedly seen at the time?”

“People thought they saw a werewolf.” Ruby answered.

“Right again!” the history teacher applauded, “The Wolf Man of 1807 was Galarsfield’s first big mystery of the ages. The story suggests that three townsfolk had spotted a large creature roaming through a farmer’s crop one night and they believe they saw what looked like a real-life werewolf. Ever since then, many more strange occurrences followed and as Galarsfield continues to grow with the times, the stories remain the same. Many people still believe the stories to be true, and many become supernatural explorers to dig into those stories. Only a handful of supernatural explorers have ever been successful in finding anything concrete. Does anyone know the name of the first ever supernatural explorer?”

Another student answered this time.

“His name was Matthew Harlow sir.” the student said. 

“And what was it he discovered?” Mr. Briggs asked. 

“It was a spell book believed to have belonged to actual witches sir.” the student answered.

“And he was able to prove it by actually conjuring up the spells in the book when asked to demonstrate.” Ruby put in.

“Absolutely.” Mr. Briggs confirmed, “Curiously, Matthew himself vanished from the history books after his big discovery. Even the spell book disappeared too. One of the biggest mysteries in Galarsfield is what became of Matthew Harlow. No historian has found the answer yet, and it may well be like Jack the Ripper or the crew on the Mary Celeste where we may never know what happened to him.”

Ruby’s brain whirled with fascination. So this was Galarsfield’s biggest mystery? Imagine if she was the one to solve it! Such a discovery would make her the biggest explorer in the town’s history! She wasn’t sure where to start but the silver-haired teen would find it and she wouldn’t rest until she found out. She put the thought aside as the lesson continued. 

Eventually, the bell rang for home time and Ruby was already making her way to the bus. Emerald and Sapphire followed her closely. The bus pulled up at the stop and some students made their way onboard. Most of the others had to wait for the next one to come as there were too many students to get on one bus. Ruby headed straight towards the back. She and her sisters loved sitting at the back as it was the only way all three of them could sit together. The bus driver seemed to be in a hurry for the bus suddenly jerked forward before Ruby had even got to her seat. The teenage girl cried out and fell forward only for a hand to reach out and grab her by the arm and save her from a nasty fall. Ruby turned and beamed as she saw who it was.

“Glad I caught you!” a young boy said to her, smiling meekly, “Nearly got a face full of floor there.”

“H-hi Karim. Good catch!” Ruby giggled, half-embarrassed at what had happened, “These buses make me feel like a right jerk sometimes.”

“I think the driver’s the real jerk for not waiting until everyone sat down.” Karim joked back. 

He sat down with the three sisters in the back seat.

Karim Hopper was Ruby’s best friend at Creak Hill School and the only person that didn’t see her as a freak. He was sixteen years old, dark-skinned and had black hair with a streak of purple going down the middle. He had brown eyes that were bright and full of kindness and he always had a cheerful smile on his face. He wore a purple striped shirt and a dark blue hoodie trimmed with cyan. Despite his name, Karim’s friends and family nicknamed him “Hop” due to his lively personality as a pre-teen. It was often joked he put the “Hop” in Hopper. Ruby liked Karim from the moment they’d first met. Two years ago, she’d met him in the playground and asked him if he was interested in playing Pokémon cards with her. One game later and the two had become fast friends. His warm nature and friendly personality made it easy for her to get along with him. 

“How’d it go today?” Karim asked. 

“Just the usual boring meaningless dreck.” Ruby sighed, “Except for history of course, that’s always fascinating.” 

“Did you learn anything new?” Emerald asked curiously. 

Ruby explained the history lesson to her sisters and friend. The teens mulled over the information with interest.

“You know, my dad’s also got a keen interest in the Matthew Harlow story.” Karim replied, “It’s one of the most intriguing mysteries in history and it really fascinates him to speculate on the truth.”

Ruby wasn’t surprised. Karim had told her his father was interested in the supernatural as well so this was as much up his alley as it was hers. 

“Has he made any progress?” Ruby asked. 

“A man as busy as him doesn’t have a lot of spare time.” the young boy said solemnly, “He’d like to devote more time into investigating this mystery but of course, work takes priority.”

“What does he do exactly?” Sapphire asked. 

“I’m not allowed to tell you.” Karim said uncomfortably, “He prefers to keep his work between the family.”

“Oh, sorry about that.” Sapphire said apologetically.

“No worries.” Karim said casually, “So Ruby, how’s the exploring going for you? You found anything or...?”

“Funny you should ask because me and my sisters did find something yesterday when we were walking through Crescent Hill Forest.” Ruby cut in.

“Yeah! She found some orange blood on a log and me and Sapph saw footprints in a bluebell field.” Emerald said excitedly, “We think we may have found something at last!”

“Wow, you found all that? That sounds exciting.” Karim said enthusiastically, “Have you seen the creature yet?”

“No but we intend to look again.” Ruby answered, “When we get home tonight, we’re going back into Crescent Hill Forest to search some more. Thank god it’s the weekend tomorrow so if we don’t find anything else tonight, we’ve got all day Saturday and Sunday to look for more clues.” 

“I do hope you three will be careful.” Karim said with concern in his voice, “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt, especially you Ruby.” he added, gazing at her softly. 

His gaze didn’t go unnoticed and Emerald smirked, nudging Sapphire knowingly. Sapphire let out a small chuckle, knowing what her sister was thinking. Ruby took no notice of them both. 

“We’ll be careful Hop.” Ruby insisted, “If we find this creature, we’ll make sure we’re well hidden so it doesn’t see us. Then we’ll be sure to snap a photo and quick get out of there so we don’t get spotted.”

“Sounds sensible.” Karim agreed, “What will you do then?”

“Maybe we’ll share the story with any famous supernatural explorers who’d be interested to hear it.” Ruby suggested, “And then I’ll probably ask them to recruit me once I’m old enough to actually take it up as a job.”

“I’m sure my dad would let you in...” Karim said thoughtfully.

“Come again?” Ruby asked in confusion.

“Oop, never mind! Wasn’t supposed to say that out loud!” Karim yelped in embarrassment, “Well good luck to you three. Maybe you could let me know first if you find something, OK?” he offered.

“Sure, you’re the only guy at school we trust enough so I don’t see why not.” Sapphire said brightly. 

“I’d love to let Tony know as well. He’ll be interested to know if we’ve found some weird alien or something.” Emerald put in. 

“OK, we’ll let him know too.” Ruby agreed, “He’s close enough in our friendship circle to know about things like that.”

Emerald beamed happily. She loved sharing stories with her friend Tony and she’d be glad to share this one with him at the first available opportunity. 

As the girls and Karim had been talking, they hadn’t noticed that another student had been listening in on them. The Goth girl had been sitting close by and had overheard the entire conversation. She didn’t like what she’d heard and decided that she would follow the sisters to Crescent Hill Forest and have a little chat with Ruby...

_____________________________________________

The bus arrived home and the Silverlock sisters made their way straight to Crescent Hill Forest so they would have more time to investigate. They also didn’t want to bring Wilson with them just in case there really was a vicious creature in the forest. Wilson would likely bark and attract its attention or run off and get attacked so it was safer to leave him home. Ruby, Emerald and Sapphire arrived at the forest and headed in the direction they’d walked yesterday. If they could find the log and bluebell field again, they’d have a place to start in finding other signs of the creature. They could find anything else at this point. Claw marks, more footprints, more blood, maybe even the creature itself. Whether it was dead or alive, they had no idea. 

It was 4:00pm and the middle of summer so the sky was still pretty bright. The girls wouldn’t have to worry about lack of visibility for a while yet. Ruby felt her heart pound with anticipation. She was very excited but also nervous at the same time. She clamped down on her emotions. Don’t get worked up just yet, you might not find anything! She told herself this as they walked together, their feet scrunching on leaves on the ground. It took them ten minutes to find the bluebell field again. Just like yesterday, there were still dents in the field to suggest something had trodden on the bluebells. 

“OK, you two search this area and I’ll search the area I found the blood in.” Ruby ordered, “You find the creature, you ring me straight away, OK?”

“Of course Ruby! We won’t hog all the glory!” Emerald cried devotedly. 

“You do the same if you find anything too.” Sapphire insisted, “Please don’t get careless.”

“Same for you two.” Ruby replied, “Stay safe and watch each other’s backs.”

“We’ll watch our backs, our fronts and our sides and even our ups and downs while we’re at it.” Emerald swore, “Wait, is it possible to watch all those at the same time?” she asked curiously.

“You funny girl.” Sapphire chuckled, “Come on Em, let’s start looking. You get going Ruby.”

“Will do. I’ll meet up back here when I’m done and if we don’t find anything, we’ll move on.” Ruby insisted, “See you later.”

She walked on up ahead to find the log while Emerald and Sapphire stayed by the bluebell field. Ruby glanced over her shoulder a couple of times to make her sisters were fine. She didn’t like leaving them on their own like this but she knew that splitting up meant they covered more ground quickly and saved time on everyone looking in the same place. She also trusted her sisters to take care of themselves. Even if she was the eldest, she knew they didn’t need to rely on her all the time. 

Ruby walked around for five minutes until she eventually found the log where she’d found the blood yesterday. She could even see the spot where she’d peeled the bark off. Nothing had changed since last she’d seen it so the creature clearly hadn’t bled on it again. Ruby took out her magnifying glass and ran it over the log. There was nothing to find so she walked away from it. 

“So if the creature bled on this log, I wonder which direction it went in...” the silver-haired teen murmured, “It could’ve run this way or that way.” she pointed left and right with her magnifying glass, “If I could only find more blood samples, I might have a trail to follow...”

“Give it up. Give it up right now.”

The voice came as a shock and Ruby leapt about a foot in the air, a loud scream of fright escaping her throat. She turned around and saw that the voice had come from another teenage girl. It was the Goth girl from school. She stood before Ruby with her face blank and her hands in her pockets. 

Ruby gasped and put a hand to her chest. 

“GOD! Don’t scare me like that! You nearly gave me a heart attack!” Ruby yelled angrily. 

“I heard you and your sisters on the bus.” the girl muttered, ignoring Ruby’s anger, “You want to be a supernatural explorer. I am going to warn you only once to step away from this life. Do NOT pursue it. You’ll only be throwing yourself into danger.”

“Hang on a sec, you’re Selina Cooper from school, aren’t you?” Ruby asked, “Who the heck do you think you are eavesdropping on me and my sisters like that? And you’re here daring to tell me what to do after scaring the living daylights out of me?! What the hell’s your problem?!” she shouted. 

“I’m trying to save your life, dipstick. That’s what the hell my problem is.” Selina retorted, “You pursue the life of a supernatural explorer, you’re only going to get yourself and your sisters killed. I am warning you, stop what you’re doing and don’t investigate further. You’re dealing with things you don’t understand and things that will kill you if you so much as look at them.”

“Oh yeah? And what makes you such an expert on the world?” Ruby said sarcastically, “I don’t suppose you’re a supernatural explorer too?” 

“Make all the dumb jokes you want. You’ll only regret it when you and your sisters end up dead.” Selina said coldly, “Are you gonna heed my warning or not?” 

“I don’t know what’s up with you or what your deal is but you can do me a favour and sod off!” Ruby snapped, “I’m not having you waltz up here being all creepy and cryptic and telling me what to do! Regardless of what you may think, I’m NOT an idiot! We know what we’re in for and we know to be careful! If you’re so worried about getting killed out here, why don’t YOU get out of here yourself?”

“If that’s your attitude then fine, I’ll leave. But don’t expect me to save your life if some bloodthirsty monster comes charging at you.” Selina muttered, her emotionless face turning into a scowl of annoyance, “Oh and whatever you’re searching for? Don’t bother. It’s dead. The hunters already got it.” 

Ruby reeled back in shock. 

“It’s dead? Hunters? How do you know all this?!” she exclaimed in amazement. 

Selina ignored her. She turned on her heels and walked away. 

“Like I said, just turn around and leave before you get killed.” the Goth girl muttered, “Your life will be much happier if you don’t dabble in this kind of work.”

And with that, she vanished into the bushes of the forest, leaving Ruby alone once again. The teenage girl blinked heavily as she tried to make sense of everything that had just happened. While she knew Selina from school, she’d never really interacted with her much so this was a shock to her. Selina seemed to know much about what was going on, especially with her somehow knowing what happened to the creature she was looking for. What wasn’t she telling Ruby? And what did she know about “hunters”? It took Ruby a couple of minutes to recover. 

She shook her head furiously. 

“Utter crackpot, that’s what she is.” she sighed, “But still, I don’t think we should take any chances. If by chance there are any hunters around, maybe its best we leave now.”

She was about to ring Emerald and Sapphire and tell them they had to leave when suddenly, a whirring sound caught her attention. Ruby stiffened and slowly turned around. Gasping, she dove behind a tree and peeked around it. Luckily she hadn’t been seen. The thing she’d seen hadn’t noticed her. Ruby stared in disbelief as she saw the most incredible sight of her life so far.

Looming ahead of her was a huge black and gold robotic dragon. It hovered above the ground, snaking through the air with its long serpent-like body. It seemed to be on the lookout for something. Ruby gulped. Was this the hunter Selina had mentioned? If so, why was it here? If it had killed the creature she was looking for, what could it be looking for this time? And who was controlling the machine? She couldn’t see any operators nearby. 

Ruby slowly reached into her pocket and took out her phone. Whatever was going on here, the police would need to investigate. Something like this just didn’t seem right! She held up the phone and was about to snap a picture of the robot dragon. But just as she took the picture, the machine turned in her direction and spotted her, its glowing yellow optics bearing into her...
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