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You know when you check your public transport app and it says the bus arrives in 1 minute, no, NOW! but none appears? You just missed the ghost bus to Elsewhere, where creatures of myth and legend are real and the Elementals rule. Only half-bloods can see the ghost bus and use it to keep the world safe from dangerous creatures trying to trespass in our technological present.

In this book you'll find a few side stories set before the Ghost Bus Riders trilogy, when the characters were younger and more naive.

Seven stories of half-bloods fighting monsters on Earth or discovering Elsewhere. Seven interesting takes on ghost buses and legendary creatures from all over the world.

The stories

1995: The Evil Stepmother

2001: The Monkey-man of Delhi

2004: Elemental Police

2005: Elsewhere on Earth

2014: The Lady and the Unicorn

2015: Lost in Japan

2019: Befana on the Loose
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Mandy took the stairs two at a time to get away from her impossible stepmother Nora and her dreadful daughter. She slammed the door to her bedroom closed and dropped her school bag in front of it, exhaling in relief rather than because she was out of breath.

No matter how fast she ran, she was never out of breath. She knew it was her mother's inheritance that gave her some gifts she couldn't discuss with anyone, or even fully understand yet.

She quickly got out of her school uniform and put on her house clothes – an old cardigan and sweatpants. She sat at her dressing table, frowning at her face in the mirror. Here she was, a few months shy of eighteen, working on her A Levels with the stupid bitch downstairs demanding she look after the toddler. As if she didn't have anything better to do in life than look after a two-year-old who had usurped her original bedroom.

Sometimes Mandy felt she was living in some kind of modern fairy tale instead of the end of the 20th century. The semi-detached house she'd been born in had become a hostile place she barely recognized.

"There was once a rich man whose wife lay sick, and when she felt her end drawing near she called to her only daughter to come near her bed, and said, "Dear child, be pious and good, and God will always take care of you, and I will look down upon you from heaven, and will be with you." And then she closed her eyes and expired..."

Well, she wasn't exactly Cinderella and she didn't remember her mother's death, but she'd been fine until her father had met that bitch and married her four years ago. The evil stepmother had chased away the house fairies and relegated Mandy to the upper floor, under the sloping roof – smaller, colder, out of the way.

Mandy sulked, staring at her pale face in the mirror. She had her mother's chestnut brown hair and hazel eyes, but she was starting to forget what said mother had actually looked like. Her bereaved father had thrown out all the pictures of them together – the wedding, Mandy's birth, the first months, possibly a year of her life with an angelic mother.

He'd said Mandy should be happy he'd found another woman to spend his life with. Nora would be able to help her deal with womanly issues, since she'd had her first period by then. Except Nora despised her openly, and had never really helped her in any way.

Since she'd moved into the house, after the wedding that felt like a funeral to Mandy, Nora had taken everything into her own hands, and Mandy's father rarely objected to whatever the new queen of the house wanted.

Hence when Gemma was born, Mandy had to babysit her so her father and his second wife could go out at night. And since Gemma was still small and needed looking after, Mandy was still forced to look after her half-sister, despite being busy with finishing school.

Hopefully when she passed her A Levels, she could get away from the house she no longer called home.

Sighing, she took a small carved wooden box out of a drawer. It was the only thing she had from her mother. Well, only thanks to the house fairies who hid it while he was throwing away everything  that reminded him of his first wife, and gave it to Mandy when she was twelve.

Mandy had always been able to see the house fairies, but they had warned her not to tell anyone. She had befriended them by the time they gifted her with the wooden box containing strange silver coins with her full name, Amanda, on one side and 1EST on the other.

She still had no idea of what that meant, but the house fairies had promised to explain when she was a little older.

Except Nora the Bitch had kicked them out of the house, therefore she had no idea of what to do with the coins. How Nora could see them while her father couldn't was anyone's guess.

She picked a couple up and decided to keep them in her wallet for good luck. If she managed to pass her A Levels, she'd find a way to go to university abroad. She was almost certain Nora wouldn't object to that – unless she wanted to keep the free babysitter and house slave close at hand.

She put the carved wooden box away with two fewer silver tokens in it and sighed at her face again. She was moderately pretty, but there was no boyfriend in sight. She was rather shy and introverted, and preferred reading to partying, which didn't make her very popular at school. She didn't have many clothes besides the school uniform anyway, since Nora made sure she was never able to go out with her classmates.

She combed her long hair, trying to calm down. She had to ignore the harpy downstairs and get to her homework. She couldn't afford to fail her A Levels.

"Amanda!" Her father's voice? He was back already? Damn, it was late!

Mandy cursed under her breath and grabbed her school bag, sitting at her desk.

"Amanda!" The shout was followed by a knock on her door this time. "Can you please look after Gemma while I drive Nora to the shopping center?"

"I've got homework, Dad!" she retorted.

"Come on, it's just for a couple of hours, I'll help you to catch up tonight," he insisted.

Mandy huffed. But she still loved her father, despite his poor choice of a second wife, so she relented. Muttering under her breath, she went back downstairs to keep an eye on Gemma, bringing her English Literature book along, just in case she'd manage to study something in the process.
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Mandy sat at her wooden desk with the lift-up lid down and settled in for her favorite lesson. Actually, Mr. Jones was her favorite teacher, but she'd never admit she had a crush on him. He was younger than her father, handsome and explained things so well she could only listen dreamily to his lessons.

She took out her ring binder covered with all the Smash Hits stickers she could find and prepared to take notes with the chunky biro she clicked to change color. She annoyed the bejesus out of the Maths teacher by constantly clicking it throughout the lesson, but this wasn't not something she did during Mr. Jones' lessons.

He wasn't as boring as Math. And she liked to take notes in different colors when he spoke.

In his late thirties, Mr. Jones had light-brown hair and blue eyes. He was always clean-shaven and didn't wear a suit, unlike Mr. Taylor, who was at least a decade older. He wore a burgundy-red jumper over a white shirt and beige corduroy trousers.

His greeting smile lit up the classroom as usual. He distributed their projects back to them, neatly hand-written and now graded, beginning a discussion on English literature that made the lesson fly by and took Mandy back to the 19th century and Keats' poems.

She crashed back into January 1991 when the bell rang and her classmates almost jumped out of their chairs. Sighing, she closed the binder and started putting everything in her bag. As usual, she was the last to leave her desk and head for the door.

"Mandy."

She stopped, puzzled, and looked at Mr. Jones. It was the first time he'd called her at the end of a lesson. He was staring at her with a serious expression.

"Come here," he said gently.

Holding her binder tight to her chest, she approached his desk, the rest of her stuff in a pastel-hued Head holdall bag hanging on her shoulder. The blackboard behind him still had the first verses of "When I have Fears" written on it.

"I have another lesson, Mr. Jones," she dared to say shyly.

"I know, I will provide you with an excuse for Mrs. Smith." He rose and pointed her to two wooden desks in the first row. "Sit."

They sat across from each other and she put the binder on the desk, dropping the holdall to the floor, fretting about what was going on. Had she done something wrong?

She hoped it wasn't about the baggy navy Fruit of the Loom jumper she wore instead of her official – itchy, V-neck – school sweater. She had stolen it from her father's wardrobe, but she wasn't the only one who wore a non-uniform jumper.

Mr. Jones cleared his throat, clearly embarrassed. By her?

"I don't know how to put this, but... you look different today," he said.

She batted her eyelids, incredulous. Was he hitting on her, at last? She hadn't done anything different, though. Her hair was still in a high ponytail, as usual, and she was wearing the school uniform with the Fruit of the Loom jumper, as usual.

He winced. "Sorry, that came out all wrong," he apologized. "What I mean is... I can see your aura today."

"My... aura?" she asked, uncertain. She was staring at him so hard that somehow she saw a blue contour around his head that could only be described an aura. "You have an aura too?" she blurted out.

He relaxed and smiled. "Ah, yes. So I'm not mistaken. Good. What did you bring to school today that you haven't brought before?"

"I don't know..." Mandy pondered, puzzled, then remembered the silver tokens. "Ah, yes!" She fished for her wallet and pulled out one of the strange coins. "This! Do you know what this is?"

"Actually, I do." He grinned. "But it will have to be a secret between you and me."

She nodded eagerly.

"That," he said pointing to the coin without touching it, "is an Elsewhere Silver Token. EST."

She looked at the coin again, marveling at the discovery.

"But what does that mean?" she asked then, still puzzled.

"It means you're half-blood. Your mother is an Air Elemental, and she's probably still alive."

"What?" She stared at him, wide-eyed. That might explain why she had never seen her mother's tomb. "But... where is she?"

"Back Elsewhere, probably," he answered. "You don't remember her, do you?"

"Only vaguely," she admitted. "I guess I was just a toddler when she... died."

"Not dead, but your father probably boasted about having married an angel to the wrong person, which made her forget him, and you."

"And how do you know my mother is an Air Elemental?"

"Your aura is white, therefore Air. Mine is probably blue, I'm half-Water."

She gaped at him, but now she could clearly see the blue aura.

"So I'm, what? Magic or something? Is that the reason I could see the house fairies?"

"Probably... why are you using the past tense? You can't see them anymore?"

"Nora chased them away," she answered sourly. "And that's just one reason why I call her Evil Stepmother."

"Oh." He looked worried now. "Well, let me tell you what that token is for. It will call the ghost bus and take you to your mother."

Again she stared at the strange coin in her hand. "It will?"

"Yes. Would you like me to accompany you the first time?"

"Yes please!" She was both excited and terrified at the thought. "Maybe my mother can rid me of that bitch!"

"Mandy," he chided. "No swear words in my classroom."

"Sorry, Mr. Jones," she apologized. "But you have no idea how mean she is and she's estranging me from my own father!"

"Is that why you stole his Fruit of the Loom jumper?" he asked, amused.

"Yes," she admitted. "Not that he noticed. He has plenty. I barely have anything to wear besides my school uniform. All the money goes to Gemma, their daughter. It's like I don't belong to the family anymore."

"Mm. I guess a trip to Elsewhere is in order, then. Let's go."

"Like, now?"

"Yes. Don't worry, we'll be back before school is over. Nobody will miss us."

Still a little puzzled, she followed him outside. She trusted him, so she followed him to the closest bus stop.

She took out her wallet to get her 30p for the fare, but he shook his head, smiling.

"Do you have two of those Silvers?" She nodded. "Then you won't need anything else today."

She was glad she had taken two of the strange coins for good luck. She had more at home, she'd grab a couple more when she got back.

A bus shimmered into view. Not a double-decker like the ones she saw around London, but a city bus with no route marked on the front and in an unusual color – white. She had never seen one like that.

The driver was a short and plump woman with a green-brown aura who greeted them and accepted her coin with a nod and a smile. Mandy sat next to Mr. Jones, still quite shocked by the strange bus.

She tried to look out of the window, but there was just mist. Other passengers sat with books or their Walkmans, looking lost in thought. There were half a dozen of them, of all races and creeds, including an Arab with a kefiah, and a half-naked tribal African woman.

She knew it was impolite to stare, so she concentrated on her teacher again. He looked relaxed now, so they'd be all right. She exhaled, trying to relax too.

"Amanda's stop!" The shout voice made her jump. She stared at Mr. Jones who smiled and pointed to the open door of the bus.

She made sure he was following her and stepped off the bus. Her school gear vanished, including the uniform, and she found herself wearing a backless tank top and shorts since the temperature was much milder than London's. And, wonder of wonders, she had wings on her back, with feathers like a golden eagle.

"Did I turn into an eagle?" she asked Mr. Jones, puzzled, before noticing he too had changed.

His skin had taken on a blue hue and he showed off a well-toned body, covered only by black shorts. Really handsome.

"That's your Air blood showing Elsewhere," he answered with a smile. "As much as my Water blood is showing."

"Ah. So my mother has wings. She is indeed an angel."

"Christians could call her that, yes." He shrugged. "She's an Air Elemental, she doesn't follow Earth religions."

"And where is she?" Mandy looked around.

She stood in hilly terrain smattered with diverse pale rocks and strewn with equally diverse trees and grass. She could see a fort nearby. The temperature was hot and the sky was overcast.

She pointed to the fort, looking at Mr. Jones for confirmation.

"I think we can wait here," he said. "I can't move too far from the bus stop."

She didn't see any sign of a bus stop, so she figured he
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