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  Yellowed by candlelight, trembling fingers grasp a pen made from a freshly plucked goose feather. The nib making solemn contact with the scroll parchment, the monk tries to steady his hand. Instead, the script upon the page distorts violently, the harsh scratching sound marking each pen stroke filling the confines of the place where the monk hides.


  But the noise from the pen, the noise from each ragged breath drawn into lungs shrunken by dull fear, cannot hide the terrible tapestry of sound that filters through church walls of wattle and daub:


  The muted thud of iron sword against wooden shield.


  The triumphant shouts of the victorious over the vanquished.


  The cries of pain.


  It is the music of battle, yet the monk has not heard its melody for several years. Once hardened to it, now he recoils in horror and disgust. It hastens his need to complete his writings—the urgency giving him new resolve. He tries not to think of his fate, for he knows that he is doomed to die this day. Those emerging from the sea have come with a purpose as simple as it is savage.


  The monk shudders with fear as he concludes what he knows will be his final thoughts in this world. Words that document hope and reason he does not, now, posses. He reads them to himself, nodding his agreement to the empty room.


  Rolling up the parchment, he seals it with a glob of candle wax and grim resignation. The flame whirls wildly, the shadows morphing all around him. For a moment he feels lost and helpless.


  Then he sees the sarcophagus.


  It is on a low table a few metres from where he has written his epitaph. With aching joints he stands and moves towards it. He gives out a small groan of protest as his knees pop and creak, but he does not allow this infirmity to slow him.


  In moments he is stood over the box gazing down upon the deep, intricate carvings that imbue its surface. It tells the story of how he came to be here in this foreign land, at peace, yet so far from home.


  The monk lifts the lid of the box before him. It is a wonderfully whittled longboat, a symbol of a past life. His hands continue to belie his fear as he attempts to place the scroll into the casket, fumbling and dropping it onto the bed of yellow flowers inside.


  He cannot resist a glance at the object nestling within the bell-shaped petals. Without thought his quivering fingers seek to touch it. As skin caresses cold metal his heart warms. He decides that to fulfil his duties then he must draw upon its power one last time. He smothers a sharp pang of grief that tries to cry out to him; the thing in his hands has taken as much as it has given.


  Gently, he lifts this sacred boon and kisses it. The ritual gives him peace amid the chaos of this day. His hands finally find their purchase and he carefully places the object back within its simple sanctuary; closing the lid upon its beauty with a sense of deep yearning.


  He stands tall, succumbing to the familiar feeling of rapture cutting a swathe through unbearable thoughts of dread and hopelessness. The greatest of intention now fuelling his movement, he lifts the box, returning it to its secret resting place.


  He hears a shuffling noise behind him.


  An ally arrives in the shape of a young boy squeezing through a small black hole, hewn into the rock and covered by a shabby curtain of sackcloth. His hair should be as yellow straw but it is peppered with dirt. Bright blue eyes cutting through streaks of dust are marred by fear.


  Reaching inside the folds of his habit the monk pulls out a piece of cloth folded into a rough bundle. He holds it out to the boy, who cannot drag his eyes away from it.


  “Come, Erik, take it from me,” the monk softly urges.


  Erik hesitates for a mere second then walks towards the monk, gingerly taking the wrapping from him.


  “Go back the way you came and have no fear. They will not find you. You know what to do when you reach your journey’s end?”


  Erik nods.


  “Tell me.”


  “I must take the cloth,” Eric begins in a voice blighted with fright. “I must cut it in half and divide the pieces. And hide them in places many leagues apart.”


  “What must you never do?” the monk asks, placing a hand on Erik’s trembling shoulder.


  “I must never tell anyone who is not my kin.”


  “What defines ‘kin’ from this day forward will be the only hope we have,” the monk mutters sadly.


  “Then we must trust to hope,” Erik says with tentative conviction.


  The monk smiles as he hears this. “You are right, child. Now go. When you feel the grass beneath your feet once more, keep the horizon before you. Do not look back.” He ruffles the boy’s hair, feeling grit rubbing against his palm.


  Turning, Erik heads back the way he came. The monk knows the passage will take him many leagues from this place; for this is its purpose.


  With the sound of the boy’s retreat fading behind him, the monk sets the mechanisms to keep the casket safe from all but the worthy. From this day onwards only The Way will establish who is worthy of that thing hidden deep below. The task has been set and can no longer be undone.


  Content in this notion, the monk’s senses are now tuned into the elements. He feels rather than hears the change in the noise coming from outside. It is a steady rhythm: the pounding pulse of horse’s hooves churning soft spring grass. It gradually emerges from the fading din of battle, urgent and powerful.


  With measured haste the monk climbs from his sanctuary into the church above. The room is long; even in daylight deep shadows pool beneath the wooden aisles. On the walls, flickering torches try to battle the gloom. The air is thick with the smell of woodsmoke and goose fat.


  Arriving at two great wooden doors, each embroidered with iron dragons and serpents, the monk leans with his ear against wood and iron.


  For a moment in time it is as though he has become one with the four-legged beasts bringing death to his village. He can feel the pounding of horse-heart in his skull; on his back, the weight of their cruel burdens; the heat of their thirst burning his throat.


  “Would you have us come in there with swords drawn and torches blazing, or will you come to greet us, monk?”


  The voice from beyond the door is loud and strong. It has resonance to it. Many who hear it often fall to their knees in dread. Yet the monk no longer knows dread. He has savoured the Kiss of Enlightenment and knows only peace. Regret is there too; division and mistrust now consume his kin. But this ruefulness is remote, as though it is happening to someone else.


  “This is a church,” the monk says. “Would you raze it to the ground?”


  “We do not recognise the home of your God,” the voice booms. “The passing of an age has not changed this, monk. Come out!”


  The monk turns the rough latch and pulls the door open.


  He steps through into daylight and blinks several times. As his eyes adjust he can see the landscape unfolding before him. Smoke smears a clear blue sky as a village on the hill burns. In the distance the fighting has stopped and prisoners are being rounded up and tied together into lines of despairing, disillusioned faces.


  Eyes drawn to the rank of warriors before him, the monk studies them. They are an ugly sight, a mixture of matted hair, iron and shaggy beard; all but one mounted on brown warhorses.


  Their chieftain kicks his mount forward. It is a powerful black steed with a white stripe on its nose; it’s skin—slick with sweat—steaming in the cool breeze.


  The warrior is dressed for spring. His blue tunic is made from wool; his britches linen and stained with brown ochre. Upon his huge chest, brooches of silver, bronze and bone are linked by fine, silver chain; the delicate craftsmanship appearing out of place on a man bred for war.


  The big horse, the big man stops short of the monk. The Viking is tall in the saddle but his spear—resting on his boot and pointing skywards—is far taller. The iron spear-head glistens with sunlight and blood.


  With ease the warrior drops the shaft until the spear is level with the monk’s chest.


  “You are keeper to that which is not yours, monk!” he growls.


  “My charge has no owner, warrior. It is but a symbol for the enlightened.”


  “It is much more than that. You know this. Has your memory of our land failed you all these years?”


  “I have made it so. My past is a disgrace to peace. I choose to forget it. But this is not true of my kin.”


  The look in the Viking’s eyes is cold; his face grim. “It does not belong on this soil. It must return to its homeland. Give it to me now and I shall spare you any…discomfort.”


  “Homeland? It has had many homes, I suspect. Who can say from where it came? Not you. Not I,” the monk replies passively. “I do not fear you, warrior. We are still one. Your threats cannot pierce the Armour of Enlightenment.”


  “We are men of war, monk. This is where we now greatly differ. There are no threats, only what will be. Where is your charge?”


  “It is safe.” The monk can feel the smile slicing across his face. In his heart the surge of love is almost too much to bear.


  “You are not.” The Viking also smiles but there is no love in it. The contempt he exudes has an almost physical presence.


  Behind him the line of Norsemen chuckle. It is a horrible sound but the monk is immune to it.


  “I can accept my destiny for it is of my own making. Can you say the same, my warrior kin?”


  “My fate is not yours to ponder,” the Viking chief growls. “You are a thief, now you are turning away from the grace of Odin. You have no honour.”


  A screech from above draws the warrior’s eyes skywards. A smudge of black crows untangles and drifts over the battlefield. “The Valkyrie comes to claim the brave and bestow them with honour. Soon they will drink in the halls of Valhalla.”


  “I fear they will find no-one with true honour on this day,” the monk says and takes a step forward, his skin yielding to the warrior’s spearhead. Legs crumpling, the monk’s inert form is caught by the soft spring grass, a splash of crimson coating the green sea beneath him.


  The warrior is momentarily surprised by this action. Anger builds beneath his breastplate and he thrusts the stained spear towards the church.


  “Find our goal and bring it to me!”


  With a cheer, his men dismount, kicking their way into the church. From his mount the Viking warrior can hear crashing sounds of destruction from within. He steals a look towards the monk’s face; noticing that a smile remains even in afterlife and suppresses the disquiet trying to invade him.


  After a small lifetime the men re-emerge, their sullenness indicating failure. One of them steps forward, his eyes making only brief contact with his chieftain’s searing stare.


  “Our goal is not inside, my chieftain.” His voice is coarse but it trembles as he talks to the grass. “It is lost.”


  “Then so are we,” someone mutters.


  “Faithless souls!” the chieftain curses and his men baulk. “It shall be found! If it takes a thousand lifetimes, it shall be found!”


  He yanks on the reins and the warhorse turns sharply, whinnying in protest. The chieftain gives the church one last cursory glance before turning to his men.


  “Burn it!”


  He kicks his horse into movement and rides back towards the scarred village. Behind him his soldiers do his bidding without question. Using the torches from the church itself, they bring about its ruin then ride away from their vile deed laughing and whooping with delight.


  The church burns brightly into the afternoon before finally collapsing. For an age the place where its ruin stands will be reviled, a testament to the devilry that came from the sea one clear spring morning. It will be many lifetimes before anything is ever built here again. And when this does happen, when the people do finally return, the screams of battle will be replaced by the yells of children at play.


  Chapter One


  Snakes and Ladders


  “Oh, my!”


  High on her ladder Heather Brannagan, home economics teacher at Dorsal Finn High School, shuddered. She clutched a soapy sponge and slopped it against the cottage window.


  “Oh, my, oh, my!”


  Heather tried very hard to forget she didn’t like heights, but the ladder wobbling beneath her feet was making this very difficult.


  “Oh my, oh my, oh merry my!”


  The reality was, even though she had tried to overcome this crippling fear for as long as she could remember, others often made matters worse. How?


  By reminding her, that’s how! This morning it had begun with none other than Edna Duffy.


  Locally Edna was considered a woman of great renown, usually for all the wrong reasons. To say Edna was tactless was akin to saying the sea is a bit wet or that Mount Everest was a bit of a climb. She had the remarkable ability to clear a place faster than a skunk in a shopping centre and her thirst for gossip was unquenchable.


  “Aren’t you afraid of heights?” she’d asked Heather at one point while Edna was actually leaning on the ladder!


  “One tries to overcome it, Edna—facing one’s fears and all that!” The sternness in Heather’s voice appeared to bounce off Edna—a little like throwing a pebble at a charging rhinoceros. “But people will keep reminding me!”


  “Well, maybe that’s for the best,” she’d replied sourly. “Anyone would think you wanted to break your neck.” With that she’d scuttled off in the direction of Eccleston’s Eaterie, leaving Heather to carefully descend the ladder and dip the sponge into a shiny metal bucket.


  Then Bob the Postman tapped on the bottom of the ladder insisting that Heather come down to collect her letters.


  “You ’abf to thign fowr wone of vese, Heavver,” he said chewing a mint humbug with such ferocity it was was hard to tell who was eating whom. He eventually gave up and, to Heather Brannagan’s disgust, spat it into his hat. “And I can’t come up there. You hear too many stories of people getting seriously hurt falling from ladders.”


  Heather signed for her post with her mouth pressed into a thin white line and Bob walked away after quoting to her the statistics of household injuries involving heights, leaving Heather shaking her head in dismay.


  “Keep focused, Heather,” she scalded. “Remember Doctor Foster’s advice.”


  “You must keep focused upon the task in hand, Miss Brannagan,” Doctor Foster had said as he’d tapped a pen against his bearded chin. “Rather than concentrating on what may happen, concentrate on what is likely to happen: nothing at all! Control the fear—don’t let it control you. Think of only the good things—use them to knock this scary stuff for a good six, as they say at Lords! That’s Lords not Lourdes, of course! Ha ha!”


  “Oh, my! But where do I start?” Heather mumbled to herself as she moved the sponge across the nearest window pane. The foam residue sliding down the glass reminded her of something, something light and soft, like summer clouds.


  Summer clouds, high in the sky, and far, far from the ground!


  “Oh my!” she chided herself. “That’s not it!” She concentrated further, furrowing her brow until her forehead ached. Suddenly she had it, “It’s more like…meringue.”


  And she could never consider meringue without thinking of Beatrice Beecham’s lemon meringue pie. She smacked her lips; thoughts of her precarious vista suddenly releasing their steely grip.


  Heather had never tasted anything like Beatrice’s meringue, and knew she never would again. The crack of the outer coating as it gave way to the soft sweetness of the meringue itself, then the subtle lemon zest, perfectly complimenting the light pastry.


  The girl was a pure genius!


  Heather Brannagan had known Beatrice for two terms and already sensed she had a prodigy in her class; one of those rare few destined for greatness. Beatrice was not just exceptional, but absolutely absorbed in the art.


  In a quiet kitchen corner of her mind, Miss Brannagan hoped her teaching had, in some way, contributed to her star pupil’s achievements. Beatrice made no secret that Jamie Oliver had become her greatest inspiration. Beatrice and Miss Brannagan had often debated the cheeky chef’s latest publication, and soon after Beatrice would be bringing in her attempts to replicate them.


  But there wasn’t any denying her skills merely added to the dish she had set out to emulate. More often than not, Beatrice’s efforts often surpassed that of her idol.


  “Excuse me?


  A voice from below reached up for Heather, not only shaking her from her reverie, but also serving as a reminder that she was perched on a ladder fifteen feet in the air.


  “C…can I help you?” Even though she didn’t recognise the voice, Heather didn’t—couldn’t—look down.


  “I hope so,” the voice said in a soft accent Heather could not place. “I’m looking for Tardebigge’s? I believe it’s a bed and breakfast?.”


  “Yes. Molly Tardebigge’s the proprietor. Do you see the row of pink cottages further on down the street?” Heather pictured this behind her eyes which, at this point, she was squeezing tightly shut.


  After a few moments the voice replied that they could.


  “Well, Tardebigge’s Bed and Breakfast is a hundred yards past those. It has a post box outside it. You can’t miss it.”


  “Thank you for your help.” After a slight pause the person below spoke again. “Can I pass you your bucket?”


  “No…no, thank you! I’m fine. I have a… system.”


  “Then drop your sponge and I’ll give it soak and pass it up to you. It’s the least I can do for your help.”


  Heather, forcing herself to remain civil, sighed inwardly.


  “That’s very good of you.”


  She opened her hand and allowed the sponge to fall, not knowing if the Samaritan below had caught it since she still had her eyes clamped shut. Then she heard the sloshing of the sponge in the bucket and the metal ladder vibrated as the person climbed the rungs.


  “Here you go,” the voice was nearer now. Heather reached blindly down for the sponge, eyes partially open yet fixed on the stippled yellow wall of her cottage.


  Heather felt the slippery lather in the palm of her right hand and gripped the ladder with the other. She ignored the silly idea forming in her head suggesting that the sponge felt as though it was moving against her palm.


  “Thank you…very decent indeed.”


  As the person made their descent, the ladder rocked slightly.


  “Good day to you, Miss Brannagan,” the voice called as it walked away.


  Heather wanted to respond but anxiety held her in its grip. Allowing Doctor Foster’s words to wash over her, Heather Brannagan glanced down at the sponge in an attempt to recapture reassuring thoughts of lemon meringue pie created by genius.


  But there wasn’t a sponge in her hand.


  There was a snake!


  Coiled and coated in slick, slippery suds, its eyes—fixed and black—peering through a myriad of tiny, sparkling bubbles. A forked tongue quivered and stroked her thumb.


  Her reaction instant, Heather threw the serpent away from her. But this precarious perch could not tolerate such sudden, ballistic movement.


  Before the ladder went east and Heather went west, rational thought tried to reassert itself in that quiet kitchen corner of her mind. She found herself dumbfounded by a sheer sense of bad luck.


  After all, the only things she feared more than heights were snakes.


  “And what are the odds against finding one of those up a ladder?” Doctor Foster had giggled.


  Chapter Two


  Too Many Cooks


  Beatrice Beecham bit into a piece of sesame seed toast, chewing the mouthful several times before swallowing.


  Across the table, Aunt Maud Postlethwaite adjusted the hem of her red cardigan and reached for her cup of tea.


  Aunt Maud was not an aunt at all. She was, in fact, a long term friend of Beatrice’s late grandmother and the two had been very close; people often mistaking them for sisters. When Beatrice’s mother, Maureen Beecham, had been born, Maud had always treated her as a niece. This relationship had continued at a distance, Maud eventually inviting the Beecham’s to live with her at the shop when Beatrice’s father lost his job. The arrangement was proving tenable, so much so the Beecham’s were now co-owners of Postlethwaite and Beecham News and Chocolate Emporium.


  In her slim, crinkled hand Aunt Maud held a celebrity magazine, and was in the process of scanning an advertisement for shower caps on the back page. The exposed front cover had folded over at the top and from beneath a triangle of shadow the image of new TV chef Philippe Flambé beamed across the breakfast table.


  Beatrice tried to ignore it. But she knew he was there.


  Watching.


  “Me old mum used to say we should chew our food thirty five times—one for each tooth in yer head,” Maud mused as Beatrice took another bite. “By my reckonin’ that means ye have only eight teeth.”


  Chuckling, Beatrice scanned the cookery book lying open on the table, absently pushing a lock of bright red hair behind her left ear. Jamie Oliver looked up at her; his face holding a huge grin. His hands held a huge glass bowl of mixed fruit.


  “Fruit salad tomorrow, I think,” Beatrice announced as she turned over the glossy page. She took a sip of pink grapefruit juice, the crushed ice tickling her top lip.


  Maud turned the magazine over. “What do ye think old Philippe Flambé would suggest for breakfast?” she asked mischievously, tapping her steel toe-capped boot on the leg of the table.


  Irritated at the mention of his name, Beatrice’s reply was crisp.


  “Probably something light and delicate, lovingly prepared in a rich, aromatic marinade before being placed in a dish and blown into atoms.”


  Philippe Flambé, self-proclaimed chef extraordinaire, had built a reputation, and a substantial army of fans (or flambies as they had become known) over the past year. His TV show “If You Can’t Stand the Heat…” consisted of an extravagant demonstration of flambé cookery, the dousing of food in a mixture of ethanol and alcohol, then igniting it to the rapturous applause of the amazed studio audience.


  Flambé would add cinnamon or what he termed his ‘flaming secret mixture’ to increase the affect of the traditional blue/green flames. Now steaks were sealed in explosive flashes of crimson; vegetables roasted in incandescent plumes of vivid orange, and chicken sizzled in combusting clouds of indigo and turquoise.


  Much to Beatrice’s despair, Flambé recently summed up his success in a TV interview as not so much a spectacular rise to fame as a spectacular rise of flame. “I want to thank all my devoted flambies out there from the depths of my copper-bottomed wok.”


  Awful.


  “Not on your Myspace list of friends then?” Aunt Maud teased.


  Beatrice looked up and found herself drawn to the photograph on the cover of Aunt Maud’s magazine: Flambé in his trademark purple velvet jacket with black lapels over a mustard yellow shirt; his trousers, a parody of the chef’s black and white check, stitched into purple and mustard squares, ending in green suede crepes. In his hands he was holding up his first book: Flambé’s Inferno.


  “He’s not a chef—he’s a clown.”


  “I don’t see ye laughin’.” Aunt Maud slurped tea from her saucer.


  “Now, now, ladies,” Maureen Beecham said, her voice becoming muffled as her head disappeared into a large wall cupboard. “What happened to the rule about reading at the table?”


  “Yer husband kept breakin’ it remember?” Aunt Maud said without looking up from an article about Prince Charles. “An’ we youngsters are so impressionable!”


  Beatrice looked up as her younger brother walked into the kitchen for breakfast. “Just out of interest,” she mused, “what are your views on little brothers turning up for breakfast in one of your best dresses?”


  Maureen Beecham emerged from the cupboard and stood in disbelief; her hands going straight to her slim hips.


  “Thomas, what on earth are you wearing?”


  “I’m not Thomas,” Thomas said leaning an old broom against his chair before reaching for the box of cornflakes at the centre of the table. “I’m Gandalf the…” he paused to scan the material on his chest, “…the red and white polka dot.”


  “In terms of stupidity this is up there with wanting to play hide and seek in the car,” Beatrice muttered.


  Thomas hitched up the dress and sat down, oblivious to the concerns of his mother and sister. “Aunt Maud, have you got that wig you promised to get for me?”


  “That I have, young ’un. Ye can have it after school.”


  “Great!” Thomas attacked his bowl of cereal.


  “Aunt Maud,” Mrs. Beecham sighed. “This isn’t helping.”


  “Aw, come on Maureen! Let the lad have his imagination. Once that’s gone he might as well be a grown up.” Her kind eyes reflected the small kitchen’s fierce spotlamps. “And what could be worse than that?”


  “Having a weirdo brother?” Beatrice suggested.


  “You may mock, vile Orc of Mordor,” Thomas said behind a mouthful of cornflakes. “My staff will teach you respect.”


  “I’m not an Orc and that’s not a staff—it’s a broom, Thomas.” Beatrice replied slowly. “What are you planning to do? Sweep me to death?”


  “Your disbelief will be your undoing, Orc.”


  “Oh, grow up!” Beatrice snapped, finally loosing patience. “It’s only last week that Mum had to use detergent to get rid of that Harry Potter lightning scar you drew on your forehead in indelible pen!”


  “Giddy goodness! It’s too early for all these shenanigans.” Aunt Maud patted Beatrice’s arm. “Besides, young Thomas here can’t be usin’ that old broom for too much playin’. It was given to me by an old lady who many round here thought to be a witch.”


  Maureen Beecham sat down heavily. “This definitely isn’t helping Aunt Maud!”


  “Only sayin’ what’s been said, love,” Aunt Maud said softly. “It don’t matter if it’s rot or not—belief has a magic all of its own.”


  “I don’t get it.” Beatrice’s hand lay on the book cover, her fingers drumming Jamie’s forehead. Taking no offence he carried on smiling.


  “Hold on to that thought for a few weeks longer, me girl. Then ye can come along with me to the Fête of Fate an’ see belief come to life before your very eyes.”


  The Fête of Fate.


  Since she first arrived with her family and moved in with Aunt Maud, Beatrice had become used to the eccentricities of Dorsal Finn. There were many traditional, yet surreal, events filling the town’s busy social calendar. Not so long ago it had been The Great Summer Masque and Fearsome Feast, and all that had happened there.


  Now The Fête of Fate loomed and Beatrice had been told the event promised to be equally bizarre: one field, eighty tents and a multitude of visitors seeking to have fortunes told, palms read, ancient rituals and rites explained, and life’s fate revealed in the laying of tarot cards or the casting of rune stones. The only thing which remotely interested her was the ‘Past Repast’ tent, where ancient recipes were prepared and served to the guests.


  “I can wait.” Beatrice shook her head, knowing there could be no escape from the event since it was being held on the school sports field.


  “Maybe it seems folly to ye now but think of this: for as long as folk have walked on this earth they have sought their fate.”


  “But why?” Beatrice said.


  “People don’t like to think life is outside their control,” Maud surmised. “We all need hope and guidance from time to time.”


  Mrs. Beecham spooned jam onto a very large croissant. “Who was it said we make our own fate?” she asked out loud.


  “Most likely someone who owned good fortune in the first place,” Maud said after only brief consideration.


  Beatrice looked at her watch and standing quickly said, “Well, I could debate Philippe Flambé and the complexities of fate all day, but common sense and a paper round won’t allow it.”


  “Funny thing common sense,” said Aunt Maud. “Me old mum used to say it isn’t that common.”


  Looking at Thomas, Beatrice couldn’t argue.


  She waved her farewell and headed through the door giving out to the parlour. In the shop beyond she knew her father, George Beecham, would be organising the papers before he settled down to check over the accounts.


  Thomas watched Beatrice’s departure with interest. “I find her lack of faith disturbing,” he muttered behind his cornflakes.


  “Eat your breakfast, Lord Vader,” Aunt Maud chuckled before going back to her magazine.


  As Beatrice walked into the shop and gave her father a good morning hug, not a mile away Molly Tardebigge weaved through the cosy dining area of Tardebigge’s Bed and Breakfast.


  Grappling with a full tray, she navigated a labyrinth of tables, all laid for breakfast despite only three names currently residing in the guest book. But Molly knew all this would soon change. In no less than five days the wooden walls (and the framed seascapes hanging upon them) would vibrate with the energy and bustle of twenty excited residents waiting to attend the Fête of Fate.


  And, as always, Molly would be prepared.


  Slightly out of breath, and her generous cheeks flushing a little, she stopped in front of the only person in the restaurant.


  “Hope you’re hungry,” she said cheerfully. Her deep brown eyes were framed by long lashes.


  “Very.” His voice was kind and infused with an accent Molly couldn’t quite place. The man closed the book he was reading and placed it to one side, where it kept company with a silver mobile phone.


  She began unloading the tray of its contents: a plate of scrambles eggs with bacon and grilled tomatoes, a rack of toast, and a pot of fresh coffee.


  “I see what you mean,” said the man, surveying his breakfast as it came in to land.


  “Not too much I hope?” Molly fussed.


  “Not at all.” The man gave her a smile. “Nice place you have here.”


  “Thank you. Is your room ok?”


  “The room is fine; on the ground floor as requested. I feel my stay here will be very comfortable.”


  “It’ll get busy soon. Are you here for the Fête?”


  “I’m afraid my stay here is purely business,” the man sighed ruefully.


  “I meant to ask,” Molly said coyly, “when you checked in you didn’t mention how long you planned to stay.”


  “I’d like to keep that open if it’s not a problem?” His manner was warm; immediately diffusing any uncertainty.


  “Oh, I don’t mind,” she said, playing with her gingham apron. “Truth is people are reluctant to use that ground floor room on account of the fire escape. It unnerves some folks. One person actually said to me that a way out is a way in. People are funny aren’t they?”


  “I have to admit I’m a tad claustrophobic.” The man poured himself some coffee. “The thought of having two ways of getting out of one room is more than a little comforting to me.”


  A shrill ringtone cut through their banter. The man reached immediately for his phone. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said politely, “I have to take this.”


  Ever the professional hostess, Molly nodded, wishing him a good morning and left. Before hitting the receive button the man watched Molly retreat and disappear into the kitchen.


  “Hello?” he asked.


  “It is I: Dragon,” a measured voice replied.


  “It is I: Horse,”


  “Are you in place?”


  “Yes. What happens now?” said the man called Horse.


  “I have spoken with Raven. You wait.” There was a slight pause. The man at the table used it to sip coffee. The receiver spoke again. Have things been organised as Raven asked?”


  “The job has been done. By all accounts the package is delivered. All you must do is retrieve it.”


  “No easy task; but steps have been taken. I will be there tonight. What of our rendezvous? Is all well?”


  “Of course. Ground floor room with a fire exit. A way out is a way in, I’ve been reliably informed. No one will know of our meeting.”


  “No one can know of it. It is forbidden to meet before the last battle. But Raven commands it.” The voice had urgency blended into it.


  “I sense that Raven is troubled,” the man at the table observed cautiously.


  “Raven has sent ill news,” Dragon replied.


  “What news?” Horse began to place his coffee cup back onto its saucer.


  “Be watchful…the others know we are here.”


  Startled, Horse almost dropped his cup. It rattled as he set it down in its china mooring.


  “How?”


  “You forget, Raven has The Gift,” the voice stated without reproach. “Our order and our adversaries were once one and the same. We must never forget this. Raven has sensed them. They are here. If we do not have a common belief then we share a common goal: to find that which is lost, to whatever end.”


  “How many stand against us?”


  “There could be one. There could be several. Such is the nature of our foe. It is best to ignore namesakes and numbers. Watch instead for signs of their work.”


  “How will we know them?” The phone crackled in the man’s palm and he suddenly realised the plastic was beginning to protest at the firmness of his grip.


  “Raven will know them. They are cowards who will use others to do their dirty deeds,” the voice in the receiver said flatly. “And their handiwork has never been subtle.”


  From the tentative safety of the dining room entrance, a pair of eyes watched the man at the table finish his phone call and stare into space for a few moments. By the time he had picked up his fork and took his first mouthful of scrambled egg, the silent sentinel had ducked outside to make a phone call of their own.


  Chapter Three


  Tell Me Why I Do Like Mondays?


  Unlike most of her peers, Beatrice liked Mondays.


  She didn’t wake up on Monday morning, groan loudly at the alarm clock and pull the duvet back over her head. She would jump out of bed, get herself showered, throw on the bright orange and green monstrosity that was Dorsal Finn’s High School uniform and, with unbridled gusto, prepare for the day ahead.


  The reason for this alien concept? Her first lesson of the day, that’s what!


  Home Economics.


  Beatrice loved her Home Economics class. This wasn’t just because of her obvious interest in cooking. In Miss Brannagan she had found both a great teacher and a kindred spirit; the discussion and debates they had generated over the past two terms furthering Beatrice’s own incredible appetite for her craft in ways she’d never thought possible.


  Miss Brannagan had once been a chef in a famous London hotel and had won several awards for her Yorkshire puddings. To top it all Brannagan had introduced Beatrice to the art of icing, a skill that continued to fascinate and challenge her on a daily basis. In terms of Beatrice’s respect for the teacher, Miss Brannagan’s photographs of her delicate sugar coated swan sculptures had literally been the icing on the cake.


  Yes, Beatrice liked Mondays very much.


  So as she left home to meet her friends and take the ten-minute walk to Dorsal Finn High School, she had no reason to believe this would ever change.


  By the end of the day things would be very different.


  “Did you know that when Eskimo babies have a cold their mothers suck the snot from their noses?” Lucas Walker casually brushed his hand through his hair as though discussing the finer points of the English weather system.


  “That’s totally rank!” Beatrice gaped.


  “I must correct you there, Bea,” Elmo ambled alongside her, the late spring sun painting his large shadow on the pavement in front of them. “Not rank but gross!”


  He dipped his hand into his shapeless green trousers and removed a wad of cards. “As in: Professor Sedgwick Runstead’s Gratuitously Gross Facts cards.”


  “Not that nonsense again?” Patience Userkaf made no attempt to hide her disdain. “It’s bad enough most of the school’s gone gaga over those things without you two becoming Sedgwick Zombies.”


  “Patience, if you were any more serious you’d be a documentary,” Elmo giggled as he returned his cards to the flannel sanctuary of his trouser pocket.


  “Aren’t you two getting a little old for trading cards?” Patience countered, brushing her long black hair vigorously with the biggest hairbrush that Beatrice had ever seen.


  “Some things transcend the age gap, dear Patience,” Elmo said with faux seriousness. “The search for knowledge of all things downright disturbing knows no boundaries.”


  “Hence the whole world’s craving these little gems of grossness,” Lucas explained as he began opening the fresh pack of cards he had bought that morning.


  Planting his tongue in the corner of his mouth, Lucas focused all his attention on the act of peeling back the corner of the foil packet in his hands. Beatrice recognised a little of herself in this action, especially when she was crimping the edges of an apple tartlet. It made her grin.


  “Eager we search for the one true card...” he continued unaware of Beatrice’s attention. “The biography of the Gross Guru himself: Professor Sedgwick’s Runstead!”


  “Don’t do it to yourself, man!” Elmo clutched Lucas’ shoulder. “It’s fool’s gold. No one has ever gotten that card. I read there’s only one printed in the entire world. That makes it rarer than a Wonka golden ticket!”


  “It’s my destiny to find it! It shall be mine!” Lucas followed this with his best pantomime villain laugh. Nonplussed, Beatrice and Patience looked on.


  “It’s no good,” Patience sighed. “We’ve lost him.”


  “Maybe that’s for the best,” Beatrice said, absently watching a crow land on a cottage rooftop; its fierce flurry of wings causing two nearby gulls to take flight.


  Lucas’ disappointed groan forced her back to the here and now.


  “Two swaps and worse still, no biography card!” He kicked out at a thistle that had powered its way through a crack in the pavement, but missed it completely.


  “I think Bea’s Monday fixation should inspire a Gratuitously Gross Fact card,” Elmo piped up while consoling his friend.


  “Why’s that?” Beatrice asked.


  “Because, you must be the only person in the living world of schoolness who likes Mondays.” He threw his hands to the sky. “Honestly Bea, it’s just not normal.”


  “What’s not to like?”


  “You got ten minutes?” Elmo sulked.


  “I must admit Bea,” Lucas said with mock concern, “this is a side of you that I find quite unsettling. How does somebody so well-adjusted, creative and pretty…er, I mean…” The pause was palpable. His eyes appeared distant as though he’d been hit on the head with a big stick. Then he was back with them, flustered and fumbling over his words. “…intelligent…pretty intelligent, that’s what I meant to say. How does someone like that come to like Mondays so much?” Oddly he was trying to avoid her gaze by re-checking his new set of cards, almost walking into a lamp post.


  “I like cookery. I like Miss Brannagan. Home economics is my first lesson on Monday morning. That makes me happy. It’s as simple as that,” Beatrice replied.


  “If only it were that simple,” Elmo interjected. “Monday also means assembly. It means Miss Hall, the Headmistress from Hades, standing behind that lectern, scanning us all with those I can see into your soul eyes, trying to spot a missing tie or rolled up shirt sleeve.”


  He dropped his voice suddenly.


  “Rumour in the corridors of Dorsal Finn High is that our headmistress is part of a witch’s coven and runs about the hills after dark sticking pins into effigies of all the pupils who never wear green socks to school.”


  “Now that you mention it,” Lucas said, “I did wake up this morning with a twinge in my back.”


  “There!” Elmo said dramatically. “See what I mean?”


  “You should talk to my brother,” Beatrice sighed; the memory of breakfast not fading as quickly as she would have liked. “You’re certainly on his wave length.”


  “Hey,” Elmo said thoughtfully, “you’re brother’s cool in a not quite on this planet kind of way.”


  “They’re going to announce the field trip and class projects in assembly this morning. That could be interesting,” Patience said hopefully.


  “Only if they announce that eating pizza has been placed on the National Curriculum.” Elmo smacked his lips. “I think I could get good grades in that.”


  “No doubt about it, my friend,” Lucas agreed slapping him on the back. “No doubt at all.”


  “It’s going to be a fine day,” Elmo said taking in a deep breath. “Once school’s out of the way, of course.”


  “Hey,” said Lucas, pulling up suddenly and un-slinging his rucksack. “How about a group photograph?”


  “Not now Lucas,” Patience said, stopping Lucas from pulling a sparkling silver camera from his bag. “It’s too early in the morning.”


  Disappointed, Lucas mumbled something that sounded like ‘killjoy’ and rammed his camera back into his bag. “I’ve wanted a picture of The Newshounds forever. Now I’ve got my new camera, I’d like to get to use it.”


  “You couldn’t possibly take a photo of Patti,” Elmo chimed, “she’s only brushed her hair twice this morning.”


  “Let me warn you, Elmo,” Patience said brandishing her brush, “this comes very sharp if used recklessly.”


  “Oh, is that a seven-four-seven?” said Elmo, changing the subject by looking skywards, and leaving the others laughing heartily.


  The Newshounds now approached the pelican crossing spanning Dorsal Finn’s main road. Had Beatrice not been immersed in their playful banter, she would have noticed that another crow had joined the one she had seen earlier.


  And both were watching The Newshounds with attentive, unblinking eyes.


  Maggie Mogg had been Dorsal Finn’s lollipop lady for the best part of thirty years.


  Maggie had watched and assisted in the safe passage of countless children crossing to and from school. No matter what the weather, her large frame sported a luminous yellow tabard; a dog-eared peaked cap was nestled in her heavy mop of grey hair.


  Leaning upon her lollipop stop! sign Maggie watched The Newshounds approach.


  “Well, slap my brow with a bookmark! If it isn’t Lucas Walker!” she said in her loud and reedy voice. “If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times: haven’t you got a little head?”


  “It’s just the same as everyone else’s Maggie,” Lucas sighed. “And I think you’ve underestimated just how many times you’ve said it.”


  “Well that’s the thing isn’t it?” Maggie continued. “It’s quite possibly the tiniest little head I’ve ever seen! And I’ve seen a lot of heads pass by over the years. Yes, a tiny little Eddie, that’s what you are!”


  Lucas eyed the heavy traffic.


  “Can’t we just cross now and put me out of my misery?” he said under his breath.


  His three companions were pretending to ignore Maggie’s comments, but their smiles betrayed them.


  “Do you ever wear a hat?” Maggie pressed. “It must be difficult to find one that fits such a tiny little head.”


  “No, I don’t wear hats,” Lucas came back. “I was once told that they overheat your brain.”


  “Well, bounce my bounce with a peacock; that can’t be right,” Maggie smiled warmly, tapping the peak above her grey bushy eyebrows. “I’ve worn this old thing for nearly thirty years and it’s never done me any harm.”


  Lucas stared at her.


  The pelican crossing bleeped into life, cutting through their conversation. Maggie stepped onto the black and white stripes that cut a safe passage through the sea of cars and wagons.


  As Lucas reached the other side of the road Maggie Mogg nodded to confirm her re-assessment. “No doubt about it,” she said as she waved to thank the drivers for their enforced courtesy, “tiny as a peanut.”


  Dorsal Finn High School had been built in the Victorian times and its design reflected this fiercely. As a building it appeared no-nonsense, with severe angles fashioned in red brick and high windows with heavy leaded glass. On its perimeter, there was a half height brick wall topped with black railings, keeping intruders out and the children in.


  And within this educational fortress—though to many children it would feel like a prison—Helen Hall, Headmistress of twenty years standing, presided over its rules and regulations with an incalculable verve.


  Miss Hall considered herself a modern day teacher with traditional (others would say archaic) values. Her pale face, piercing eyes and waif-like build roamed around the corridors of the school like some ghost of Victorian past. And she loved the building in which she worked. To any onlooker she didn’t appear to consider it to be work at all. Her application to the teaching profession seemed to be her mission in life.


  But in truth, Helen Hall had grown up wanting to dance. Many years before, in her parent’s small fishing cottage, she’d dreamt of performing under the super-trooper lights of the London stage: pirouetting to the gasps of admiration from the beguiled audience.


  But her parents did not share her vision; they had other expectations, other aspirations, and over time her parent’s sense of responsibility usurped her imaginings. By the time Miss Hall had finished her own schooling, life and duty were symbiont and her purpose as clear as the finest crystal.


  As Helen Hall climbed the stairs leading up the stage at the front of the school hall, seventy fidgeting school children, each with a thousand and one places they’d rather be, engaged in muted discussion.


  “Quiet!” she said sharply to the hall.


  The tangled noise of multiple conversations unraveled until all that remained was the begrudging silence heralding the start of another week in school.


  Six rows back from the stage, Beatrice was sitting with her hands on her knees, playing with the hem of her skirt. On one side, Patience was toying with a Garfield key fob; while in front of her Elmo and Lucas had their heads bowed reading their Gratuitously Gross Facts cards, Lucas passing one back to Beatrice.


  The banned French dish known as L’Ortolan involves placing a whole sparrow into your mouth and chewing it until it’s all gone. This includes the bones and the squelchy bits!


  Beatrice knew of this dish. And, to be fair, Professor Sedgwick Runstead had played it down a little!


  She passed the card back to Lucas, keeping a careful eye on the teacher guarding the hall exit. Today that duty fell to Mr. Briggs, a Sport Science teacher with black, wire-brush hair and a stark white t-shirt that was in competition to outshine the polished silver whistle hanging about his neck. On most bright summer days Mr. Briggs was difficult to look at without squinting.


  As Miss Hall began to organise herself at the podium ahead Beatrice heard the person sitting on her left whispering. She turned to see the brooding face of Virgil Simpson mumbling under his breath.


  Beatrice knew as much about Virgil Simpson as anyone else in school; which was nothing at all. He appeared to have a way of unsettling people without really trying. Beatrice put this down to Virgil’s outlook on life matching his dark eyes. Assembly was the only time he couldn’t avoid mixing with other children. By choice he would keep himself to himself and was always considered an outcast by the other children. But Beatrice guessed this suited Virgil’s aloof nature.


  Beatrice often tried to talk with him but Virgil’s conversations were, often, even weirder than her brother’s. Yet there wasn’t any denying his academic brilliance. He never struggled with any tasks set in the classroom; other than those activities that forced him to be involved with other people.


  Now, his small frame was hunched over a magazine depicting several images of explosions and burning buildings.


  He caught Beatrice looking at the open pages and smiled intensely.


  “Beautiful isn’t it?” he breathed.


  “What is?” Beatrice whispered, wriggling under his gloomy stare.


  “Fire, of course.”


  “Fire?” Beatrice repeated, not sure if she had correctly heard him.


  “Yes,” Virgil confirmed with serenity. “Like a vibrant flower catching the rays of a dawn sunrise.” He turned back to the pictures and continued his vigil.


  Patience nudged Beatrice with a bony elbow. She tapped her temple and made a circular motion with her index finger mouthing the words: ‘mad as a fish’.


  Beatrice couldn’t exactly disagree but made no comment. Instead she turned ahead to face the stage, shortly before Miss Hall began to speak.


  By the time Miss Hall had completed her fourth sentence, Beatrice’s buoyant spirits were sinking faster than an elephant on board the Titanic.


  Chapter Four


  Changes


  “Good morning, children!” the headmistress said briskly from behind her lectern.


  “Good morning, Miss Hall,” seventy disinterested, monotone voices replied.


  “I’m afraid today begins with some terrible news.”


  Seventy disinterested children were suddenly very interested.


  Miss Hall swept an arm towards the row of chairs to her right; all but one occupied by the school teaching staff.


  Beatrice scanned the faces of the teachers on the stage. She was puzzled that Miss Brannagan wasn’t sitting between Mr. Reed, the maths teacher, and Mrs. Bingham who taught history. Mr. Reed was a severe faced man in his 50’s and his expression had an extra layer of grimness to it this morning. In contrast Mrs. Bingham’s round face bore her usual air of jauntiness, despite the solemnity of the proceedings.


  “You may have observed,” Miss Hall continued, “that Miss Brannagan is not in attendance today. Due to an unfortunate accident over the weekend, she is currently resting in Ashby-on-Sea general hospital and will not be back with us for a few months at least.”


  A murmur swept through the hall as children speculated on what could have happened, voiced their indifference or celebrated the potential of Home Economics being cancelled that morning, if not forever.


  Beatrice allowed the hubbub to wash over her, Miss Hall’s news beginning to sink in. The disappointment was immediate. The long-term implications for her current bliss on a Monday morning: huge.


  “Quiet, please!” Miss Hall barked. The murmur drifted away like sea mist on the outgoing tide. “I know it is a shock and we all wish Miss Brannagan a speedy recovery.”


  Miss Hall gripped the lectern. “I would suggest that a ‘Get Well Soon’ gift would be appropriate once Miss Brannagan returns home. I shall consider what would be appropriate and would ask you all to offer some suggestions as to the nature of the gift.” After a moment of thought she added, “And I expect the comments to be serious and well intentioned.”


  Beatrice’s mind had already begun to consider what she could send Miss Brannagan to cheer her up. But before her mental preparations had gone too far, she caught sight of a figure standing on the edge of the stage: a small, slim woman with auburn hair and an angled chin. She held a casual stance: one hand tucked into the pocket of a pair of baggy cargo pants and her shoulder was leaning against the buttress of the stage.


  “I would like to introduce to you the person who will be filling in for Miss Brannagan while she is convalescing.”


  Miss Hall waved for the woman to come forward. With carefree ease she moved towards the centre of the stage as the headmistress continued with her introduction.


  “This is Miss Gallaudet and I would like to ask everyone to give her a big Dorsal Finn High School welcome.”


  “Welcome to Dorsal Finn High School, Miss Gallaudet,” sixty-nine nonchalant voices said.


  Miss Gallaudet raised her hand in a silent greeting before taking up her place on the vacant chair. From her seat, Beatrice could feel an alien sense of frustration bubbling inside her. She tried to subdue it but found it difficult. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. Miss Brannagan replaced? This was so wrong! It was so unfair!


  She fidgeted in her seat, forcing herself to concentrate.


  “And now on to other matters,” Miss Hall was stating, unaware of Beatrice’s concerns. “I shall ask Mrs. Bingham to give you details of events pending within the history department.”


  The headmistress moved away from the lectern and nodded to Mrs. Bingham. The hefty history teacher stepped up to the wooden plinth with surprising deftness. She clutched several sheets of paper in her hand.


  “First of all: projects and field trips,” Mrs. Bingham said with a shrill, enthusiastic tone. The papers she grasped crackled like a faulty fuse box. “Have you ever wondered what life was like for the Norsemen?” she asked the room.


  “It’s a question that keeps me awake at night,” Beatrice heard someone moan sarcastically. It sounded like Elmo.


  “Well, over the next few weeks we’re going to find out!” Mrs Bingham’s grin seemed to go on forever. “This will include a trip to the town museum where the curator, Mr. Canning, will guide us through the new Viking exhibition, complete with a full size longship, or Drakken, which we will also get opportunity to explore.” Mrs. Bingham shuffled with excitement
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