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PART ONE: STRANGE TIMES

CHAPTER ONE

Monday, 3" September, 2012

109 Days To Go

Ronnie couldn't remember the exact month he started having his nightmares only that it
was after the killing began and before his Dad had gone to war. Nights blurred into days,
days into nights and sleep deprivation had muddled his find. Fuddled his mind. Damn, he

couldn't think straight anymore.

He lay down in his bed, staring at the ceiling, like a corpse with its eyes wide open. He
wondered if this was how Clifford Montgomery had looked underneath the lid at his funeral
service. His mother had told him not to go but he had snuck in anyway, just to get a peek — to
see what the fuss was about. He overheard the chatterboxes outside the church telling each
other with more and more horror how poor Mr. Montgomery had been walking his dog
behind the church cemetery, where it had mauled him to death. They couldn’t believe it, they
said, as his dog Spike was ever so docile and would never turn on him like that. The news
from Tom Davies, the coroner, was the worst of all. The funeral would be a closed casket
service because the raging animal had near torn through Clifford’s neck; his head was
hanging under his armpit when they brought him in. What confused Tom Davies, however,
was why the doting pet had then clawed into Mr. Montgomery’s chest and ripped out his

heart.
The animal was shot immediately.

Ronnie vacantly heard his mother yelling at him to get up this instant or he would be late

for school.



CHAPTER TWO

“Come on! Let’s go. Otherwise you’ll be late for school.” Ronnie’s mother cupped
her hands around her mouth and yelled up the stairs. Ronnie jumped down two at a time
and rubbed his purple-ringed, doe-like eyes. He stretched his arms high above his head
and yawned deep and long. A hideous, recurring nightmare had prevented him from
sleeping. He had lain rigid on his bed the entire night as a sickening, primeval animal had
bayed and roared after him in his mind, its sharp teeth gnashing and its jowls dripping

acidic saliva. He had been too petrified even to close his eyes.

Ronnie’s mum buzzed around her kitchen like an agitated fly. Her face was blotchy
and stressed and her brow creased as she multi-tasked, buttering Ronnie’s sandwiches and
crumpling a pile of his clothes into the washing machine. She jumped, startled, as she
heard the metal snap of the letterbox spring back into place and scurried into her hallway.
She fingered through the morning mail. One was from her husband. She gingerly placed it
at the front of the clutch of letters. She ripped it open and scanned it quickly. Ronnie saw

relief flush her face. His dad was ok.

She quickly stuffed the letter into her bag; she would read it in full later, safe in the
knowledge her husband had survived another day on duty in Afghanistan. “Put your
school clothes on and let’s get going. I’ve got to get to the florists early you know, I’ve got
a big order coming in. Just wait till I tell your father!” She wagged a frustrated finger at

her son.

Ronnie jumped into his pressed, flannel grey St. Monedel’s school trousers that his
mother had hung up for him, slung on his blazer, wrapped his striped navy and maroon tie

around his shirt collar and wedged his heels into the backs of his shoes. He shuffled



through the front door and his mother slammed it behind them. Minutes later, they were on
their way to school, with Ronnie’s mother driving erratically as she threw furtive, worried

glances at her son.

Ronnie could guess what she was worried about; another town, another school. He
had practically attended one a year due to his father’s military deployments. She was
fretting the way she always did; had she picked the right school? Would Ronnie fit in?
Would constantly moving mean that he wouldn’t make any proper friends? And he had
been looking awfully tired lately. Ronnie knew he must, he felt shattered. But Ronnie
wasn’t worried, they had been in Monedel for a year now, his mum had a good job unlike
in other towns, and this time everyone at school would be new; it was the first day of the

first year of secondary school.

He was to attend St Monedel’s, an ancient institution, originally founded as a
monastery in 697AD, it had evolved into a church and then, in the last few centuries, a
school. It was a tall building, constructed with thousands of dark flint stones and supported
by wide, sturdy buttresses. Leaded, latticed windows dotted its walls and its slated roof
stretched skywards. It was a large and impressive structure, hinting at its historical
importance to the town, but it wasn’t without its faults, which his house-proud mother
wouldn’t fail to notice. A few areas of the school that warranted some upkeep - a faded
school sign hanging crooked on its hinges and a schoolyard riddled with potholes and

surrounded by crumbling walls.

Floretta Rough’s gold Honda Civic weaved through school run traffic and rolled up to
the gates. Inside of the car, she corrected her son’s mess of a tie and brushed his lank
brown fringe into a manner she considered more fitting for a new boy’s first day at

secondary school, much to Ronnie’s embarrassment.



“Oh Ronnie you look awful, you’re half-asleep! Now that’s not going to impress the
teachers is it? And on such an important day?” She harped in an anxious, high-pitched

tone. “Now go on in there, smarten up and show them how good you are.”

“Sorry mum, I had a nightmare,” Ronnie mumbled sheepishly, exited the car and

walked towards the school gates.



CHAPTER THREE

Ronnie’s eyeballs throbbed with tiredness. His head down with his long hair flopping
around his temples, he scraped his shoes along the ground as he ambled into the
schoolyard, stumbling through a pothole. He climbed the steps into the assembly hall next
to the main school building. Inside it was chaos, with first-year pupils fidgeting nervously

at the periphery while elder, more confident students pushed and shoved in a melee.

A heavily bearded, barrel-chested teacher restored order in a strikingly straightforward
manner. “Big ‘uns at the back! Littl’uns at the front,” his gruff, angry voice growled
across the hall. The misbehaving students simmered down without looking at him, as his
voice was even more intimidating than his bear-like figure. “I am Mr Smedley, the science

teacher,” he boomed. “I’ll have no misbehaviour, it’s time for registration.”
“Adams?” Mr. Smedley yelled.
“Yes sir,” squeaked a frightened pupil.
“Burton?”
“Yes sir.”
“Boxer?”

“Nope.” Someone, presumably Boxer, sniggered. Mr. Smedley simply quelled
whoever it was with a deadpan stare, never raising his voice. That stare told all what he

would like to do with insolent children. There was no further insolence from the crowd.

Ronnie craned his neck forward to see who was causing the trouble and was

gladdened, instead, to spot one of his friends, Tommy Bailey.



Ronnie and Tommy knew each other from their primary school in Hickleston, a
neighbouring village to Monedel. They had cemented their friendship the previous spring,
when Tommy saved Ronnie from serious injury after he crashed into a bike shed chasing a
football, and brought the flimsy, rusting structure down. The overweight Tommy wobbled
over just in time and was strong enough to hold the collapsing shed, allowing Ronnie to

scramble away on his hands and knees. Now they were at Monedel together.

With the morning registration over, Mr. Snowden, the music teacher, led a discordant
rendition of “All things bright and beautiful” by teachers and pupils alike. The school bell

ended the torture and the new school year had begun.



CHAPTER FOUR

Frederic Fontaine was always thinking two steps ahead. He had a natural ability to be
organised and logical. The afternoon before his first day at secondary school, he was kneeling
over a neatly unfolded map on the floor of the conservatory at home, a short pencil tucked
behind his ear under his wiry hair, plotting a drive-in route to school for his mother the next
day.

“You know I don’t know where you get it from.” His mother, Marjorie Fontaine, called

cheerily in from the kitchen, wearing pink marigolds and accidentally flicking water at him

with a dish brush.

“From ‘is father ‘o course,” Gerald Fontaine’s Sunday newspaper rustled as he chuckled

heartily. Freddie smiled over in his dad’s direction.

Bald, ruddy-faced and lithe, Freddie’s father had risen to Chief Engineer at The Monedel
Manufacturing Corporation, the largest employer in Monedel and had been its loyal servant
for almost thirty years. With his index finger wagging in front of his nose, he would put his
modest success down to “sheer bloody hard work™ and would often remind Freddie, the rest

of the family, or, in fact, anyone who would listen about how to get on in life.

Gerald Fontaine kept a keen eye on his children’s education. He felt that it was as much
his responsibility as a parent to educate his children as the schools to which he sent them. He
was delighted, then, when Freddie began to show an interest in engineering and how things
worked. Freddie had shown a real gift for numbers and would often follow him into the

garden shed to help him out with building things — just to find out how they were made.

Freddie’s older brother and sister, both of whom looked like their mother, with soft,

heart-shaped faces, had already left home. His older brother ran his own flying school close



to Monedel while his sister had headed straight for the bright lights of London to pursue a
legal career. Freddie, meanwhile, had inherited his father’s genes. He was thin, with dark
brown eyes and a slightly rouge complexion but his most obvious feature was a full head of
black, curly hair as entangled as a birds nest. “’You should enjoy it son,” Mr. Fontaine would

chuckle, “if you’re anything like me, you won’t keep it for long.”

Freddie’s parents were a generation older than those of his friends, but they were still
young at heart, especially his father, who was fond of practical jokes. Freddie’s most vivid
infant memory was of his father’s return from work one summer lunchtime, unknown to his
mother, via a joke shop. He had purchased a large, plastic tarantula with a bulbous abdomen,
fat hairy legs and fluorescent green eyes and left it crawling on the kitchen floor. He had split
his sides laughing when Marjorie had walked in to make the children some lunch, let out a
terrified, shrill scream and burst past her young son through the conservatory, out onto the
patio and up the garden. Unfortunately for Freddie, his mother’s reaction branded his psyche.
Ever since that moment, Freddie had learnt to be intensely afraid of spiders, just like his
mother. His memory became the seedbed of his nightmare. On the eve of his first day at

secondary school, Freddie was dreaming of a family holiday in Greece....

..... It was early morning in Greece. The sun was already burning hot and yellow in a
cloudless blue sky, not that Freddie would have known, as he was snug and comfortable in
his soft bed. His mother loved the relaxed Mediterranean lifestyle and would book a getaway

to the heat every summer.

He had heard his mother and father skip down to the poolside earlier that morning, his
father telling him to make it to breakfast. They were early risers, but Freddie was on holiday

and was going to enjoy the lie in while he could. He was left alone.

Freddie woke bleary eyed a while later. He had already missed breakfast. He climbed out
of bed, ambled to the bathroom, splashed water over his face and his mass of curly hair,

slipped on a clean white t-shirt and pair of red shorts and went to forage for something to eat



in his hotel room. At no point did it seem amiss to him that he would find a box of Weetabix
and a single pint of milk — which just happened to be his favourite breakfast cereal. His
normally sharp brain did not understand that they should not have been there. His parents had

not shopped for food as they were on a package holiday.

Freddie grabbed the yellow cereal box. It was already open. He dipped in his right hand
to grab a couple of fibre blocks that he was going to liberally coat with sugar and afterwards

slurp the sweetened milk.
Instead, his mind swam.

In his hand was a black, hairy spider whose pulsing abdomen filled his palm. His mouth
turned sticky and sour with fear. His legs wobbled beneath him as he stared at the red-striped
spider for a fatal second. His lips wrapped tightly around his gums in a pained grimace as its

fangs plunged deep into his wrist.

Freddie could only think of needles; hot, venom-laced needles thrusting through his skin
and into his bloodstream. He warbled, frightened as he instinctively hurled the arachnid at the
wall. He staggered into the living room, bumping into the hotel T.V. along the way. His cells
were popping, bubbling, boiling inside of him. The arachnid scratched its hairy legs over the

marble floor after him.

Freddie had to get out. He was hallucinating. The poison was coursing through his veins,
stripping his insides like acid. With every heartbeat, he felt an explosion of pain. He made for
the apartment door. Hundreds of smaller spiders swarmed from under and around the

doorframe, their fangs snapping after him in a malicious, clicking chorus.

Freddie twisted, his eyes searching frantically for the hotel balcony. It was the only way
out. There were hundreds, thousands of them, spreading like a virus across the room. He

limped towards the glass balcony doors. The spider’s bite was paralysing his limbs,



interrupting his brain signals to his body. He dragged his dead left leg behind him. He was

half-way there, he would have to jump.

Freddie collapsed in the middle of the living room floor, his chest rapidly rising and
falling. His breathing shallow, armies of arachnids scuttled from under the living room sofa
and chairs towards him. He had lost all motor function. He could not close his eyes. The
spiders scurried along his legs, up his shorts and under his T-shirt. The large, hand-sized, red-
striped spider danced imperiously through Freddie’s mass of wiry, curly hair, its eight feet
tapping one by one onto his forehead, down towards the bridge of his nose. It lifted its
pulsing body and its quivering fangs up into the air and plunged them deep into the whites of

his eyeballs.
Freddie’s breathing quickened and stopped.

As only you can be aware of such things in a dream, as if he were still lingering in the
room after his death, he saw his mother and father returned from beside the pool. Marjorie
Fontaine twisted the handle of the apartment door as they giggled like newlyweds. When he
looked into the room, his father dropped his bottle of beer to the ground in shock, its liquid

soaking a brown, urine-like stain into the carpet.

Freddie’s body was cocooned in spiders’ webs. His eyes had been eaten and in their
place were black arachnid abdomens. His tongue was black and striped red. Hundreds of
spiders were feasting upon his dead, limp body, creeping in and out of his nose, mouth and

cars.

Marjorie Fontaine opened her mouth wide and curdled the skin-crawling roar that had

been stalking Freddie for months.



CHAPTER FIVE

Freddie’s first hour at St. Monedel’s was tough. His eyelids were as heavy as ton
weights and he struggled to keep them open. His pores were dancing an itchy jitterbug across
his pale and clammy skin. All he wanted to do was sleep, but he was far too afraid for that;
please, anything but that. He wrestled with his tiredness through assembly and until 10am,
when he began to feel a little better. He bumped into a spare desk and sat himself down as the

next lesson began.

“Good morning,” chirped a young woman as she breezed into the drab, yellow first-year
classroom. She was in her early twenties, with a petite figure. She was smartly dressed in a
long, mauve, flowing skirt and a pastel pink sweater. Her auburn hair was tied in a neat

ponytail.
“Good morning, miss,” some of the kids replied.

“I’'m Miss Seymour and I’'m your maths teacher for the year,” she introduced herself as
she walked to the front of the classroom and scribbled her name in chalk on the blackboard.
“Now I know that it’s your first day at St. Monedel’s, so I thought I’d let you know that it’s
also my first day,” her soft voice wavered slightly, “and you are my first class, so you’ll have
to bear with me.” She turned to her teacher’s desk and scanned her lesson plan to see which
item she should cover next. “Right, we’ve been asked to assess your levels of knowledge at
the beginning of the year, so we’ve got a little maths test for you. If you will please pass these

question sheets to each other.”

The class groaned. Freddie figured that it might stimulate his stagnant, throbbing brain.

“We’re going to do a timed test with no calculators,” Miss Seymour elaborated as the pupils



passed out the sheets amongst each other, “if you’d like to start, you’ve got five minutes to

answer as many questions as you can.”

Freddie removed a small pencil from behind his ear and ploughed through the
assignment, but he couldn’t help but notice that his neighbour’s test remained blank of
answers. By the end of the five minutes Freddie had completed the test but the boy next to

him had only answered half of the questions.

Miss Seymour turned to the blackboard and chalked up the answers to the difficult
calculations. “If you’d like to pass your answers to the person next to you to mark, we’ll see

how you did.”
“I wasn’t ready for that,” the boy chuckled to Freddie, wondering how he had fared.

“It wasn’t so bad,” replied Freddie, his tired eyes blinking at the chalkboard as he

marked the paper. “How did I do?”

“You got them all right,” the boy laughed and whistled in recognition of Freddie’s
talent. “That’s pretty impressive. I'm Ronnie by the way, Ronnie Rough.” Ronnie held out a

hand. Freddie shook it.

“Thanks. I'm Freddie, Freddie Fontaine.”



CHAPTER SIX

“So what have you two been up to then my dears?” Grace and Kate Goody’s
grandmother asked in a creaky voice. It was a Sunday, and the well-to-do Mrs. Goody always

took her daughters to visit their grandma, every Sunday, without fail.

Kate opened her mouth to reply but her non-identical twin sister interrupted before she
had a chance to speak. That was just like Grace, vying for attention. “And then I went into
town to buy some new spikes, and then I went training,” Grace launched a barrage of

sentences at her hard-of-hearing grandma.
“Please slow down dearie, my ears aren’t what they used to be.”

“The girls are starting at a new school tomorrow Mum, St. Monedel’s,” said Mrs.

Goody, in between chewing one of her mother’s home-baked cakes.

“Oh, that’ll be nice,” replied their grandma, fiddling with her hearing aid. “Your
grandfather, bless his soul, went there, left barely a year or two older than you two mind. And

what are you doing this evening?”

“Training again, at Cromer’s Corner Athletics Club,” blurted Grace, her eyes lighting up
at the thought. Kate relaxed back into her chair; her grandma would have to wait until next

week to find out what she was up to.

“Oh yes, Grace dear,” the old lady wrinkled a smile at her enthusiasm, “you’re going to

be the Olympic sprint champion.”
“I will be one day Grandma.”

Grace was good to her word. She loved sprinting along a track, something about it made
her feel alive and free. She returned home from training and went to bed immediately, hoping

that she wouldn’t be too tired for lessons the next day. Try as she might, however, she could



not stop her nightmare from invading her mind. She was crouched behind the line at the

beginning of a race, one she desperately did not want to win....
“On your marks.”

Assume the position, Grace thought. One leg behind her, the knee firmly on the ground,

the other in front, the knee tucked tight beneath the chin.

“Get set,” the starter bellowed. The back of her neck tingled and her hairs stood on end
as she anticipated the loud crack of the pistol and the moment where she would spring from
her toes and fly down the track. She lifted her taut frame, her nails clawing into the grass,

ready to pounce forward like a leopard.

“Go!” Her arms and legs were a blur of muscular but elegant effort. Competitors trailed
in her slipstream as she burst along the track, as if hunting down her prey. Victory was
certain. Grace Goody would win the St. Monedel’s Sports Day one hundred metre sprint race.

Her new friends would clamour around her wanting to share in her victory.

She ducked to the line, ready to break the tape and raise her arms aloft in triumph. But
she could not cross it. She could move neither forwards nor backwards. She was running on
the spot, striding just as wide, and pumping her arms just as hard as before. She looked down
and her stomach cramped tight at what she saw; her spikes were scraping the turf up beneath

her.

She lifted her arms like a mime artist against an invisible wall. She pushed and she
strained, her cheeks puffing red. Mud spattered against her calves as her feet spewed out soil

behind her ankles. Her legs rotated dirt. She was sprinting herself into a brown, soggy ditch.

Horror spun her legs faster. Her cramp rose to her chest as sheer, unadulterated panic
gripped and twisted the air out of her lungs. Her limbs were flailing. Gurgled screams mixed
with desperate, grasping breaths. Pure terror contorted her face as she relinquished all control

over her body. Dirt slipped around her waist as her knees scraped bloody against the ditch.



The earth rose. The ground crumbled onto her, around her chest, her shoulders, her neck.
She stretched her arms towards the light, still scraping and grazing against the mud. It spilled

into her ears, her eyes, and her mouth.
Finally, she uttered a muffled groan.

Then there was darkness; congealed, wet darkness, and a last gasp for air.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Crash!

St. Monedel’s geography teacher burst into the classroom with such power that the
doors’ handles left dents in the walls behind them. Grace’s jaw snapped shut as he
watched her rock angrily to the blackboard to scratch her name in chalk. She was a plump
woman dressed in plain, ill-fitting clothes and frumpy flat shoes, with greying, curly hair

and thick-lens spectacles.

“I,” she trumpeted, “am Mrs. Worley, your Geography teacher this year, and before we
start, let’s lay down a few rules about what I expect from my students,” she said haughtily.
Mrs. Worley was an old fashioned, battle-hardened teacher who believed in strict
discipline. She reeled off a code of conduct that she demanded her students abide by and

presented them with a homework timetable for the entire term.

“Right, now that we know where we stand, let’s sort the wheat from the chaff shall
we? Let’s see who I should be bothered about teaching this year. What is the capital of

Russia?”

The class remained silent. Grace could feel the limelight beckoning. Sitting at the
front of the class, she shot her arm up in the air, hoping to answer the question. Mrs.

Worley’s spectacles nodded towards her for an answer.
“Moscow,” she said proudly.
“Very good,” replied Mrs. Worley, “and your name is?”

“Grace Goody, miss,” responded Grace politely.



“Good, good,” she hummed, “what is the capital of China?”” Mrs. Worley looked
around for another volunteer. Most of the pupils avoided her hawk like gaze. Grace raised

her arm. “Yes Grace?”
“Beijing, miss.”
“Very good, again.”
“And the capital of Greece?”
“Athens,” Grace shouted out.

“Yes, correct. Let’s give someone else a chance shall we? What is the capital of
Finland?” Mrs. Worley peered towards the back of the class. With no answer forthcoming,

she returned to Grace.
“Helsinki.”
“Excellent.”

“Well aren’t you gonna’ get the gold star?” Someone muttered a couple of desks back
from her. Grace’s stomach lurched; she didn’t want to make herself stand out, she just
loved the Olympics, and they tended to take place in capital cities. Two seconds later she

felt something bounce off the back of her head.
She pretended not to notice.

Another projectile soared towards her and hit her on the nape of the neck “Bullseye!”

She heard someone cry.

“Stop it!” Grace whined and span around on her chair to catch the perpetrator, but no-
one was looking in her direction. Grace huffed, staring accusingly behind her, and

swivelled back around.

Zeeewp. A plastic ruler fizzed past her ear like a small missile and rattled against her

desk and then the floor.



“Stop it!” Grace pleaded, her throat clogging with humiliation. She knew for sure that

others were watching her now. This wasn’t the kind of attention she wanted.

Two others joined in the geek-baiting, taking turns to throw crumpled pieces of paper

at her.

“Goody Two-Shoes, Goody Two Shoes,” they whispered a rasping chant as the balls

of paper bounced off her back and shoulders.

Grace didn’t know what to do; she needed someone to come to her rescue. Thankfully

someone did.
“Come on guys, that’s enough!” A boy leapt up from his chair and yelled at them.

Alerted by Ronnie’s angry voice, Mrs. Worley spun around and caught the bullies
red-handed. “Billy Boxer!”She yelled, the culprit finally revealed. “What are you doing?”
She marched double-time towards her desk, picked up a metre-long ruler and stormed

towards him, blood rushing to her cheeks and her eyes darkening like thunderclouds.

Booom! She raised the wooden ruler above her shoulder and slapped it furiously onto
his desk, landing only inches from his fingers.

Colour drained from Billy Boxer’s face. He shoved his fingers under his legs.

Boom! Boom! Boom! She thrashed his desk like a jockey whipping his horse down the
final furlong.

“I will not tolerate behaviour like that in my class!” Mrs. Worley shrieked. “Do you

hear me? I won’t have it! You do that again and you’re for it, do you understand?”

“Yes, miss,” Boxer mumbled, cringing, his face reddening with embarrassment. All
eyes were on him now. His friends were smirking. Grace could see the hostility in his
eyes; this wasn’t over.

keksk



“Well done for stopping that idiot Boxer,” Tommy called to Ronnie as they
approached their lockers after the class. It was the first opportunity he had had to speak to
his friend. A number of other first-year students congregated near them to discuss what

had just happened.
“Yeah thanks Tommy, he’s a complete moron.”

“You’re telling me!” Kate butted in, overhearing their conversation. To her left was

Freddie and to her right was Grace, who must have felt like collapsing from shame.
“Yeah, they’re a bunch of idiots,” Grace said glumly, moping towards the boys with

her chin low against her chest.

Ronnie stepped forward. “Hi Grace, I'm Ronnie,” he held out his hand. Grace shook it,
smiling weakly. “And this is Tommy.” Tommy nodded. “Tommy this is Freddie, Grace

you know and...?”
“Kate.”
“Kate,” Ronnie repeated.

“Just want to say thanks for what you did in there,” Kate continued, “although we

should be careful, I'm sure Boxer will want some kind of revenge after this.”
“Don’t worry, stick with us, we’ll look after you,” Ronnie tried to sound confident.

“Will you now?” Billy Boxer yelled from across the school corridor. He strolled over

to them, flanked by a handful of other bullies who were grinning menacingly.

“Damn,” Kate cursed over her shoulder and creased her brows in frustration. “So
soon?” Ronnie, Freddie and Tommy stepped forward like bodyguards to form a protective

barrier around Grace.

“Goody Two Shoes! Goody Two Shoes!” The bullies chanted, mixed with spiteful
laughter. Boxer and his underlings surrounded their prey like a pack of hyenas. Boxer

lifted his arms, urging their chants higher. “Goody Two Shoes! Goody Two Shoes!”



Ronnie’s cheeks tingled. His hands were clammy with fear but he knew he had to do
something. He had to make a stand for Grace and his new friends. He broke the line, his
doe eyes staring cold into Boxer’s. “Piss off!” He growled, screwing his face as if he was
chewing a wasp.

The crowd silenced. Ronnie looked a foot taller to Boxer. “What?” The bully replied.

“You heard,” spat Tommy, striding to his friend’s shoulder. Ronnie saw a look of
uncertainty cross Billy’s face as Tommy approached. If he was smart he would back off,
but then again when were bullies ever smart?

“We’re only going to tell you once,” said Freddie calmly, now at Ronnie’s other side.

“Leave her alone.” He clenched his fists, ready to move.

Boxer sized them up. Ronnie thought he saw a maddening look in his eyes and for a
moment was scared that he would still punch him, but then he saw Billy clock the size of
Tommy’s arms and reconsider.

“You’re next,” he jabbed a finger at Ronnie. “I’'m going to get you soon,” he hissed.

He lifted his arms once more, instructing his moronic friends to follow him and he turned

and walked away.
“Thank you,” said Grace, relief plain in her voice.

“That’s ok,” replied Ronnie, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder, “anytime.

You’re with us now.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Tuesday, 6™ November, 2012
44 Days To Go

2 months later

Ronnie was worried. His nightmares were becoming much more intense and frequent.
They had evolved into something even more awful than before. That morning, he had
watched his own death for the very first time and he woke with a foul taste of bile coating the
back of his mouth. His brain ached from intermittent sleep as he walked towards the canteen

for lunch, stumbling across the schoolyard like a drunk. He almost tripped in a pothole.

He noticed Mrs. Crowbag at the edge of the yard, her bony, claw-like fingers scratching
bristles of facial hair on her face. In her seventies, she had spent her entire life at St.
Monedel’s, first as a pupil, then as a teacher and finally as Headmistress. Her skeletal
shoulders jutted through her top like a coat hanger. She had a gaunt, sucked-in face and
piercing, brown, eagle-like eyes. She gave him the creeps; he quickened his pace to get away

from her gaze.

Ronnie walked in a dazed stupor along the corridor, semi-conscious thoughts drifting
into his mind. “Why hasn’t the school been repaired?” He mumbled to himself. “Don’t they
care?” Further along, another thought jarred him. Why are there no photographs? I've never
noticed that before. Back at Hickleston we had them everywhere; school teams, yearbooks,
everything. Strange. And then, finally, as he entered the canteen. Is that Grace? Why is she

crying? Grace’s quivering voice snapped him out of his trance.



“Grace, what’s the matter?”’Ronnie asked, craning his neck forward in concern. Grace
took one wet lingering look at him, leant into the table, thrust her head into her hands and

sobbed behind them.
“I-I-I c-can’t tell you,” she sniffled.
“Why not? Why can’t you tell us?” Tommy asked. His voice was abrupt and impatient.
“I can’t!” She wailed. “You don’t understand!”

“Sis’, you can tell me,” said Kate, sitting next to her. “You can tell me anything.” She

stroked her sister’s back to soothe her frayed nerves.

Grace shook her head behind her hands. “I can’t. If I do I’'ll die, I'm sure I will, just like
in my nightmare.” Her tears streaked red tracks on her face. The others were mute around

her; Ronnie himself was shocked into silence.

Ronnie’s cheeks tightened as he imagined his skin melting like butter, as acid spewed

over him from some crazed, hungry monster.

Ronnie coughed, attempting to shake off the frightening images in his mind. ““You can

tell us, you’re with friends, we might be able to help,” he whispered.

“Ok, you really want to know? Then, FINE,” she growled at her friends like a cornered
animal. “I die, ok? I’m running in a race and I run myself into the ground. The earth swallows
me up, and I am buried underneath all of it. I can’t breathe and I die ok?”” Another torrent of

tears soaked her face.

“It was only a nightmare,” Tommy said desperately. “And nightmares are NOT real.”
His voice was pleading, as if he was trying to convince himself as much as Grace. So
pleading, in fact, that Ronnie picked up on it, and wondered whether it was not just him and

Grace having nightmares, but Tommy too.

If Grace’s dreams were anything like Ronnie’s then he understood her fear, the wish to

give anything to escape his nightly torment. Maybe he wasn’t alone.



CHAPTER NINE

Tuesday 27" November, 2012

24 Days To Go

Like a dam bursting, Grace’s confession acted as a catalyst for her friends to divulge
their own dark secrets. One by one, they relieved themselves of the heavy psychological
burdens that they had shouldered since summer. Only after they had each spewed out their
skin-crawling terrors and confided that their nightmares concluded in a horrific, primeval

roar, had Ronnie suggested that something very odd might be happening.

Tommy asked if maybe it was coincidence. Maybe they could just leave it all alone.
Maybe they would get a good night’s sleep, wake up tomorrow and everything would be fine.
But that wasn’t good enough for Ronnie, or the others. Two of them having similar

nightmares might be a coincidence, but five? Ignoring that would be asking for trouble.

They agreed to keep a log of the frequency and the intensity of their nightmares over the

weeks that followed. Kate, however, had taken matters into her own hands.

She had started with the best of intentions, but had gotten impatient, conducted a little
internet research and diagnosed herself as suffering from a brain virus. She feigned a hot
temperature and convinced her mother that the onset of fever was inevitable. She was
scheduled in for a morning consultation with her doctor and by early afternoon, she was back

at school discussing it with her friends.

“So, what happened?” Tommy asked, trying his best to look inconspicuous at the edge of
the schoolyard. Billy Boxer and his friends had been skulking around for a while, waiting to

pick one of them off like lions circling a herd.

“Yeah, why are you back in school? I thought you went to the doctors,” Ronnie

continued.



“I did,” replied Kate.

“And?”

“Well, nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” Kate stared at Ronnie blankly.

“Yes! I knew it!” Tommy blurted, He could barely contain his relief. “That means

there’s nothing wrong with me.”
“What do you mean? Nothing wrong?” Freddie asked.

“Mum was there, telling the doctor about it and getting all stressed about my “fever”, so

I just told them what’s been going on.”
“What?” Freddie screeched. “Were they shocked?”

“No, not at all. The doctor just smiled at me, then at my mum, and said that [ have an
over-active imagination.” Kate whined and ground her teeth. She was working herself into a

temper.

“So we’re fine then?” Tommy asked, grinning, as if the matter had come to a satisfactory

conclusion. Ronnie began pacing around them.

“It just doesn’t feel right,” he said, rubbing his top lip. “What else do we know? Who’s

been keeping a log of their nightmares?”’
Grace stepped forward. “I have.”
“Ok, and what did you find?”

“They’re definitely more intense. And since I started the log they’re happening about

twice as often.”

“I’ve been keeping one aswell,” said Freddie, rustling a notepad from his pocket. He

flicked the pages quickly, “yep, that’s about the same for me.”



“Do we agree then?” Ronnie asked. “The nightmares are definitely getting worse?”” They

all nodded reluctantly. “Well then, that means that the doctor is wrong.”
Tommy’s shoulders slumped. “This isn’t going to go away, is it?”” He grumbled.

“No,” Ronnie replied, “I don’t think it is.”



CHAPTER TEN

Wednesday 28" November, 2012

23 Days To Go

Ronnie had dearly wanted to be wrong but all the evidence pointed to the contrary;
something awful was plaguing their dreams. They agreed that the sooner they understood
what it meant, the better. The next day, Freddie and Grace volunteered to visit the school

library, to see what they could find out.

Given the fact that none of their school friends had ever mentioned it, the two of them
half-expected the library to be closed and its doors gathering dust. When they reached the
east side of the school, however, polished, heavy oak doors greeted them, which Freddie

heaved open across a varnished wooden floor.

Inside, squinting at books on a tall shelf was a small, doddering old man. He turned
slowly and ushered them in with pink, stubby hands. Wearing grey cotton trousers and a
cream shirt snug around his plump belly, he shuffled over, flattening wisps of white hair

across his scalp.

The library itself was cosy, with four oak bookshelves lining its walls and four more
squeezed across its middle. The air smelt of quiet, musty knowledge. Moreover, it looked

clean and organised, which pleased Grace no end.
“Do you really look after this whole library?” She asked, smiling. “It’s lovely.”

“Needs must my dear,” the old librarian replied softly, “You never know who might

show up. How can I help you?”



Freddie got straight to the point. “Erm, we were just wondering if you have any books

that could help us on dreams, please?”
“Dreams, eh?” The old man scratched his balding plate.
“Yes, please,” added Grace, “We’d like to know what they mean.”

“Well I'm not sure that we have too many books about dreams here, maybe only a
couple,” the librarian muttered apologetically, “will that do? Most of our books are about the
school curriculum you see. Or do you want to try the internet-thingy on those computers,” he

pointed to a set off three clunky, white terminals, “or perhaps the larger town library?”

“Whatever books are here would be really helpful,” Grace smiled sweetly, melting the

librarian. She did not want to return to the others empty handed.

“Of course, follow me.” The librarian tottered over to the ancient desktop computers,
bent gingerly over one of them and tapped onto its keyboard deliberately with a single index
finger. “Now what did you say you were looking for?” He rambled to himself, “Ah yes,
that’s it, dreams and their meanings.” A minute later, he held a printout of five book titles in

his hand.

With some assistance from Freddie and Grace, holding steady a tall, thin, wooden
ladder, the librarian soon located four of the five books at the top of one of the bookshelves
and dropped them into Freddie’s arms. His muscles straining, Freddie leant backwards to

carry the heavy volumes over to the nearest table.

The old librarian’s nails rasped against his scalp once more. “Well that seems to be all

that we have. The other has quite possibly been booked out.”

“Thank you, mister,” said Grace, who was already leafing through one of the leather
bound volumes. “Thanks for all your help.” The old librarian wrinkled a pleased smile at her

and shuffled his way to another part of the library.



Grace clutched a ream of crisp, white pages and let them cascade past her fingers,
wafting a rich, inky aroma near to her nose. The larger volumes were the size of doorsteps
and she rightly judged that the research would take days. There was little point in getting
started now, she thought to herself, with only twenty minutes remaining of lunch break. “Do
you mind?” She grinned at Freddie and glanced at the heavy volumes, implying that he

should carry them.

Freddie piled them onto his forearms, leaning them against his chest and under his chin.

His legs buckled under their weight.
“Are you ok?” Grace asked, noticing that his face was turning redder than usual.

“Sure,” Freddie grunted, sucking a breath into his cheeks. The books, however, were far
too heavy. He took two steps and tumbled forwards, throwing them into the air and thrusting
his arms out to protect himself. His shoulder crunched onto a shelf and his wrist and palm

knocked off a clutch of other books to the floor.

“Oh my God Freddie, what happened?” Grace giggled at his clumsiness. Freddie

scrambled to his feet and brushed himself down.

“It’s nothing,” he replied, his face beetroot with embarrassment. “I’ll be fine. I’d better

pick these up.” He knelt down and put the books back on their shelf, one by one.
“Look at this,” he whispered as he waved the final book at Grace.
“What? What am I looking for?”
“Look at the title.”
Grace read it aloud. “Dreams, meanings and,”
“Ssshhh!” Freddie interrupted, putting a finger to his lips.

“Dreams, Meanings and Other Essays,” Grace said under her breath. “I don’t get it.”



“Don’t you think it’s strange?”” Freddie answered, crouching, eyeing suspiciously the
area where the librarian had been. “It’s the missing book. That old librarian told us it was

loaned out.”
“Do you think he’s trying to hide something?”
“Maybe, I don’t know.”

“Come on Freddie, you’re exaggerating. He’s an old man. He probably forgot that it was

still here.”

“Look at this place. I’d be surprised if he didn’t know where every speck of dust is.”

Freddie was determined to convince her.

“Come on, we’ve got what we came for, let’s take this stuff and go. We need to get back

to class.”

He didn’t look convinced. “Ok,” he nodded and lugged the heavy books to the checkout
desk one at a time. He laid the smaller, newly discovered paperback at the top of the pile.

Grace pressed a buzzer and the old man tottered over to assist them.

“So, you’d like to loan these out?” He smiled, placing his hand on the column of books

in front of him.

“Yes please,” replied Freddie, his eyes narrowing as he watched the old man with
suspicion.

“Oh silly me, I must have misplaced this one. You know I’d forget myself sometimes,”
the librarian chuckled upon seeing the paperback. “Take these books for as long as you need
them. They haven’t been used for some time.” Freddie furrowed his brow; the librarian didn’t
act guilty.

“There you go, all checked out.” He handed the books to Freddie, who forced them into

his and Grace’s rucksacks until the zips were bursting. “I hope you find them of some use.”



“It’s weird, why would he lie?” Freddie asked Grace as they headed down the corridor

away from the library.

“Oh Freddie, you’re being paranoid,” she tutted, “Sometimes you think too much.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Wednesday 5" December, 2012

16 Days To Go

With so much information to wade through, Grace and Freddie split the task between
them, squeezing in research in around their homework, which was increasing by the day.
After a week, with their nightmares throbbing with malice in their minds, a haggard Ronnie

asked if they were ready to tell the group what they had found.

“Well, I’ve almost finished. There’s just the small book to go. I'll make a start on it

tonight,” Freddie replied.

Grace was about to pull out an orderly file from her rucksack when Ronnie agreed that it

was best to wait until they had finished.

Three hours later, Freddie returned home after school, his limbs aching and fatigued. He
crawled up the taupe carpet stairs to his bedroom, squeezed himself next to his computer in

the corner of his room, and flicked the on switch.

He rubbed his sticky, red eyes and reached for the mysterious plum-coloured paperback
on his desk. Covering his mouth with his hand as he yawned, he pushed open the cover with
the other, flattened it down and then slid the book towards himself. The book settled on his
lap with its spine resting against the rim of his pine desk. A loose, ragged piece of paper

rustled downwards and hung limp like a torn flag from the rear of the book.

Freddie jerked forward, pinched a ream of pages with his fingers and flipped them over.

Staring back at him were jagged edges; a whole chapter had been torn away.

“Hmmm, that’s odd,” he muttered aloud, “I wonder who did that?” His curiosity had

been piqued and he no longer felt tired. He flicked to the front and saw that the chapter index



was still there. He scanned the bottom of the page, Chapter Thirteen was gone, entitled

“Navigating the Dreamworld” by an author called Mr. C. Canasteda.

For a moment, Freddie considered reading the entire book, as he had promised, but then
dumped the idea; this was much more interesting. He fired up Chrome on his desktop and
went straight to Google search. Let’s start with Canasteda plus dreams, Freddie thought, the

guy did write this chapter after all. He tapped it in.

Nothing of any use came back, there were thousands of blogs about dreams. Freddie
quickly realised he could not hope to go through them all and anyhow none were written by a
C. Canasteda. He would have to try something else. Right, so what nationality is Canasteda?
Freddie asked himself, Spanish? Portuguese? He typed in a new search query of Canasteda
plus Portugal. Google returned over sixty thousand hits. “The name Canasteda must be really
popular in Portugal,” he sighed. Canasteda plus Spain was better, yielding eight thousand

websites to browse through, but nothing seemed to relate to dreams.

Ok, let’s try a different tack, Freddie mused as he doodled on a pad. Maybe Canasteda

plus author? That might work.

Freddie gave a gentle, hopeful “Click” on his computer mouse, expecting thousands of
replies, and smiled when he saw that he would only have to wade through three hundred or
so. When he got to the page ranked eighth, however, he snapped his pencil lead on his pad in

shock. Mr. C. Canasteda had been a teacher at St. Monedel’s.

His eyes zipped across a description of a photograph linked to a local e-newsletter. “Mr.
Carlos Canasteda, proud St. Monedel’s Chemistry teacher and text book author, with other

members of The Monedel Rambling Society.”

Freddie coughed in surprise, his diaphragm thrusting upwards, punching the air out of
his lungs. He downloaded the PDF onto his desktop to read it through thoroughly, thoughts

buzzing chaotically like bees inside his mind.



A local memorabilia enthusiast called Mrs. Higginbotham had created the website. The
newsletter was one of numerous postings, including pictures of St. Monedel’s from years
gone by. Open-mouthed, Freddie followed the trail across the internet and printed off all of
the pertinent information that he could find about Carlos Canasteda. He summarised the main
points in a document to give to the others. “Oh wow, this is getting weird,” he murmured and

printed out copies for his friends, “just wait until the gang hears about this.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

Mr. Carlos Canasteda was born in Lisbon, Portugal, in 1940 to parents of modest means.
He graduated from the University of Lisbon where he received a First-Class Honours degree

in Chemistry.

In 1961, he relocated to the United Kingdom to start work at a research and development
laboratory for an oil company, just as an explosion in vehicle ownership and gasoline

consumption was about to begin.

However, after only two years he quit, deciding on a dramatic career change and chose,
instead, to teach. He started out at a busy London school before turning up at the small,

country town of Monedel in 1966, where he found employment as a Chemistry teacher.

He moved into a small, Georgian cottage near to Monedel and was a popular, studious
member of the community during his time there. By all accounts he was green-fingered,
often seen tending to his garden.

He enjoyed taking in the beautiful local scenery, studying the local wildlife and was an
enthusiast of rambling. Former St. Monedel’s pupils remembered him to be a thorough,
engaging and inspiring teacher. He married a young girl from the neighbouring village of
Haversham called Eve Downing in 1970, and was thoroughly contented and settled. Then,

after six years at his post, in 1972, he disappeared, never to be seen or heard of again.
Thursday 6™ December, 2012
15 Days To Go

“See, I told you. I told you that we should leave this alone,” Tommy griped and shook

his head. He screwed Freddie’s paper up into a ball.



“I’'m worried too,” Grace’s voice wobbled. Her eyes bored towards Ronnie, “What do
we do? I mean, he disappeared right?”

“Look, if you want out, I'll understand,” said Ronnie, avoiding their gazes whilst
scraping a stone under his foot in the schoolyard. “But if we do nothing, I don’t think this is
going to go away. Remember, we don’t actually know what happened to him yet. We
shouldn’t imagine the worst. We need to find out some more before we start jumping to

conclusions.”
“Ok, so how do we do that?” Kate asked.

Ronnie scanned Freddie’s printout again. “Freddie, this website on Carlos Canasteda,

was there any mention of dreams, or that he was interested in dreams?”
“No, none,” Freddie replied.
“Ok, so where did you find this information?”

“From three or four people,” Freddie elaborated, “but the main source was somebody

called Mrs. Higginbotham.”

Tommy’s face transformed from an angry scowl to one of recognition. “I know Mrs.
Higginbotham!” He blurted. “She lives down the road from me. She’s probably the oldest
woman in the world, like one hundred years old or something. She has lived in Monedel

forever.”

“So she was here when Canasteda was a teacher at our school?” Ronnie asked, the cogs
in his mind whirring.

“Definitely,” replied Tommy.

“What are you thinking then?”” Grace asked, intrigued, “that she might know what

happened to Carlos Canasteda?”

“It’s worth a try isn’t it?”” Suggested Ronnie, “What else do we have to go on?”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Saturday 8™ December, 2012

14 Days To Go

Mrs. Higginbotham lived in a small bungalow at the bottom of Rowntree Hill, one of the
most sought after locations in Monedel. Quaint, beamed cottages huddled steadfastly along
its steep incline, each with an impressive view of the surrounding evergreen countryside.

Mrs. Higginbotham’s residence, meanwhile, overlooked the picturesque River Mon.

Defying her advanced age, Mrs. Higginbotham would trek daily up the hill to the grocers
to collect her provisions, despite the protestations of the shopkeeper and neighbours to deliver
them to her. Often, she would sit for hours on a rickety, wooden rocking chair in front of her

house, drinking hot cacao and watching the world go by, as if waiting for something.

Tommy and Ronnie volunteered to meet her and meandered along the cobbled streets to
her bungalow unannounced. The winter sun’s rays warmed their faces while birdsong
twittered nearby. They slowed their pace as they approached her, as the old woman was

rocking back and forth on her chair with her eyes closed. She looked as if she was sleeping.

“Go on, she knows you,” urged Ronnie, whispering. He nudged his friend’s shoulder

with the palm of his hand. Tommy glared at him.

Mrs. Higginbotham’s thin lips curled into an amused smile. “I’ve been expecting you,”

she greeted them eerily, “not you specifically, but someone.”

Tommy’s heart fluttered. “Sorry Mrs. Higginbotham?”” He asked nervously. He twirled a

finger near to his temple to imply that she was either senile or eccentric, or both.

“Now that’s no way to treat your elders, is it Tommy Bailey?”” Her voice coarsened,

“now behave!”



“Sorry Mrs. Higginbotham,” Tommy apologised, his face blushing. Beneath his
embarrassment, his mind raced, trying to figure out just how she had seen him with her eyes
shut. Ronnie, meanwhile, cursed his friend’s foolishness under his breath, so Mrs

Higginbotham wouldn’t hear.

“I hope we’re not bothering you Mrs. Higginbotham, we’ve come to ask you some

questions about our school if that’s ok?”” Ronnie got straight to the point.
“And you are?” The centenarianne enquired.
“Ronnie Rough ma’am,” replied Ronnie.
“Glad to meet you Ronnie.”
“And you ma’am.”

“So, the school ‘eh?” Mrs. Higginbotham opened her wrinkled lids to reveal glassy,

azure eyes, “be truthful now, you’ve also come to ask about Carlos Canasteda haven’t you?”

What? Can she read our minds? The thought blared like a tannoy in Tommy’s head. His
throat choked dry and sticky around his Adam’s apple. “What? How could you know?” He

asked in a throttled, fearful voice.

Mrs. Higginbotham lurched backwards in her rocking chair and giggled like a little girl.
“Tommy Bailey, it’s quite simple. For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve only ever said so
much as good morning and good evening to me. So if you’re asking me about the school it
can only be because of those newsletters my clever grandchildren created on their computer

contraptions. And a great deal of that was about Carlos Canasteda.”
“Oh,” replied Tommy, breathing a sigh of relief.

“Yes, we have also come to speak to you about Mr. Carlos Canasteda,” Ronnie answered
plainly.
Mrs. Higginbotham rocked forward, her chair creaking. She wore a long, white cotton

dress embroidered with roses and her hair was neatly coiffed, curly and silky grey. She leant



over the armrest of her chair and stretched for a large teapot on a stool next to her. Holding
the base with one hand and the handle with the other, she filled three of four available cups
with a frothy, reddy-brown liquid, which Tommy assumed was hot chocolate. Even at one

hundred and two years old, Mrs. Higginbotham still had a taste for the finer things in life. It

was, in fact, rich cacao from Guatemala.

“Would you like some?” She asked, smiling, setting the pot back on the stool. They
both nodded. “Well you’d better come and sit down here then,” she turned slowly to face

them, “we have much to talk about.”

Tommy and Ronnie sat cross-legged on the patio, opposite Mrs. Higginbotham, clasping

their warm cups of cacao in their hands.

“So, where shall I begin?”” Mrs. Higginbotham asked, staring deep into the boys’ eyes.
“St. Monedel’s? Or the mysterious disappearance of Carlos Canasteda? Or both, as I believe

they are related?”

“Please, whichever you wish,” replied Ronnie, happy that the old woman seemed to

welcome their visit.

“Thank you, then I shall tell the story in the best way that I can, those newsletters have
created quite a fuss haven’t they?” she mused. “You know, ever since Carlos’ disappearance,
that school has gone to the dogs. Did you know that before he went missing, St. Monedel’s

had a wonderful and deserved reputation?”
“Yes, I heard. I think it was one of the reasons my mum sent me there,” nodded Ronnie.

“That is perfectly understandable, and admirable. She wants the best for you of course.
But I do feel that the school is trading on its past. Have you ever wondered why, when we
live in this lovely little town, with its Tudor houses and beautiful countryside, that there is an

eyesore such as that school?”

“Hasn’t it always been like it?” Tommy asked, and slurped his bubbly drink.



“No, it hasn’t. It has fallen into terrible disrepair. It is such a shame. And that new

headmistress, not that she’s new now, is doing nothing to help.”

“She gives me the creeps,” said Tommy, shivering, imagining Mrs. Crowbag’s skeletal

arms and bony fingers.

“And probably with good reason,” Mrs. Higginbotham nodded. “I’m never one to
indulge in rumours or idle chat but Carlos’ disappearance was odd, and, well, that school has

been odd itself ever since. Not that I could ever prove any of this, of course.”
Ronnie’s doe eyes hardened in concentration. “What happened to him then?” He asked.

“To Carlos? Well, nobody really knows,” Mrs. Higginbotham said huskily, as a small
gust of wind blew a grey curl onto her forehead. She felt for it and pushed it neatly back into
place. “The story around town was that Carlos just upped sticks and left. That was what he
was like the gossips said. He was a quitter they said. He left Portugal, he left his job in the oil

industry, and he left Monedel and his poor young wife, Mrs. Eve.”

“Is that what you think? Was he the type of person to do that? ” Ronnie asked her. She

was not slow in giving her opinion.

“I don’t believe a word of it. I tell you, at my old age, I’ve come across a few no hopers

in my time, and, trust me, Carlos was as solid and reliable as they come.”

“What about his wife? Mrs. Eve? What happened to her?” Tommy asked. Her name was

not familiar to him.

“Yes, the poor young thing. She is still at their family home in Haversham, just outside
of Monedel. She honestly thinks he left her and has lived there for the last forty years with a
broken heart.” The old woman shook her head at the tragedy. “But as you know from my

memoirs, [ don’t think he left her, I think he disappeared.”

“Disappeared? How?” Ronnie’s eyes fixed on her. Tommy could see he was hooked on

her story like a fish on bait.



“Well, to answer you,” Mrs. Higginbotham feigned a sigh, enjoying the attention, “I

really should tell you more about the history of your school. Would you like to hear it?”
“Sure,” said Tommy, before Ronnie could reply.
“Well, to start with, how old do you think it is?”

“I have no idea,” Tommy chuckled. “Two hundred years old maybe?” He guessed,

shrugging his shoulders.

“Oh, the school is much older than that,” Mrs. Higginbotham gasped and pushed her thin
body towards him from her chair. “The school is centuries old, one of the oldest in England.
Originally, it was a monastery, over a thousand years ago,” her eyes rolled like marbles. “It
was inhabited by Benedictine monks and then, over the centuries, it became a church, and
was the centre of activity of the town that built up around it. However, in the fifteen

hundreds, it was almost ruined.”

“Why’s that?” Tommy asked. He was enjoying the impromptu history lesson, but
could see the impatience burning in Ronnie’s eyes. For all the things he liked about Ronnie
he definitely had his faults, and his inability to wait for answers was something that irritated

Tommy. Mrs Higginbotham would get to Carlos Canasteda in her own time.
“The Reformation, have you read any books about that at school yet?”
“No, not yet,” said Tommy.

“Well, in the fifteen hundreds, the King of England was King Henry the Eighth. You
must know about him, he was the one with six wives?” She stared at them to be sure they
were paying attention. “To break free from the Catholic Church, he changed the religion of
the whole country to Protestant overnight, but one of his main reasons for doing so, was to
steal the churches’ wealth. Many churches had their gold and ornaments stolen, on the King’s
orders, including our very own St. Monedel’s church. But some say that he didn’t get all of

the St. Monedel’s gold.”



Ronnie perked up at the mention of gold and jerked his head up towards Mrs.
Higginbotham and tuned back into the conversation. “Gold?” He asked, creasing an eyebrow

disbelievingly into his forehead.

“Yes, gold,” her voice bristled at Ronnie, his rudeness obviously annoying Mrs
Higginbotham as much as it did Tommy. “Rumour has it that the church vicar had tunnels

built under St. Monedel’s, and that the gold is hidden down there somewhere.”
“But I don’t understand what this has to do with Mr. Canasteda?”’He asked.

“Ah well,” Mrs. Higginbotham relaxed back into her chair; she was expecting the
question, “my own opinion is that perhaps Carlos Canasteda found out about the gold and
that was his undoing. Maybe he went looking for it and never came back.” She rocked back

and forth for a few seconds, letting the boys digest what she had said.

“So Carlos Canasteda got greedy and was never seen again?” Tommy summarised his

understanding of her story.

Ronnie pondered it for a moment, putting the cacao to his lips, forgetting that it had long

been cold. “So how do we know for sure?”” He wondered aloud.

“Well I don’t know that you ever will,” Mrs. Higginbotham muffled behind a yawn,
“unless you are willing to speak to Mrs. Eve that is. I tried but she would never give me her
confidence. She was his wife, so she knew him intimately. If anything the key to all this lies
with him and with her. She may not know it, but I believe that she has the answers.” Mrs.
Higginbotham’s shoulders gently touched the back of her chair and her eyelids began to
droop. Tommy could see that the aged woman was tiring and nodded to Ronnie, implying
that they should leave. She is over one hundred after all, Tommy thought, she probably

spends as much time napping as she does awake.

“Mrs. Higginbotham, thank you for your wonderful stories and your time,” Ronnie

ended the conversation as he had begun it; politely. “You really are a fount of knowledge.”



“You’re welcome, both of you,” said Mrs. Higginbotham, her eyes thin between their
lids. “I don’t know the truth; some of what I have said will be wrong and some will be right,”

she whispered, “but when you speak to Mrs. Eve?”
“Yes?” Tommy asked.

“Could you ask her about something that Mr. Canasteda said to me many, many years

ago which I have never forgotten? I still haven’t figured it out.”

“Of course,” said Ronnie. Mrs. Higginbotham’s eyes were closing as she rocked gently

on her chair.
“It’s all in the chemistry,” she babbled, “please ask her, whatever does that mean?”

“Ok, Mrs. Higginbotham, will do. Don’t worry about that,” Ronnie whispered, and they

left her rocking herself to sleep.

“Are we going to Haversham then?” Asked Tommy when they were half-way up

Rowntree Hill.

“Of course we are,” replied Ronnie, “how about now?”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

With Ronnie and Tommy hot on the trail of Carlos Canasteda, the other three had a few
hours to burn. For the lack of any other concrete leads to follow, and on the girls’ insistence,
they had hopped onto a bus into Monedel town centre for a bit of clothes shopping. Freddie
waited for them against a shop window outside Monedel Shopping Mall, tossing pieces of a
McDonalds take away box around his feet like red and yellow confetti. He had been there for

at least twenty minutes.

He didn’t mind though. Shops made him claustrophobic. Maybe it was the constant
whirr of air conditioning units or the incessant bombardment of advertisements, but there was
something fake and overbearing about the mall. His skin tingled as he breathed in the fresh
air outdoors rather than the plastic, recycled air inside. He watched from afar the chaotic

goings-on at the market stalls along Monedel High Street.

The market traders were out in force, standing in front of rows and rows of cages draped
in thick cloth. Tourists hovered around fresh fruits, t-shirts, watches and jewellery while
uninterested locals zigzagged through the crowds. Footsteps and chatter simmered through

the streets.

A delightful sound of panpipes floated above the cacophony of the street’s hustle and
bustle, lifting Freddie’s spirits like a kite with the wind. Intrigued, he shouldered himself
away from the store window to see where it was coming from. He half-expected to see a
busker nodding to passers-by as they dropped coins into a collection box, but there was no
one. Hands in his pockets to ward off the coming cold, he shrugged and turned back towards

the window.



As he did so, he caught sight of his own reflection and stopped dead in his tracks. It was
not his own. In its place was that of a young man, a lot taller than he was. He had caramel

coloured skin and long black hair braided with red and green ribbons.

“What the?” Freddie wanted to swear, but stopped himself. He felt disoriented, his ruddy
face draining white as his eyes flitted at the stranger staring back at him. He edged closer and
the young man smiled, as if they knew each other. Freddie slid his hands from his pockets
and rubbed his eyes vigorously. Maybe he was seeing things; maybe the lack of sleep was
getting to him; maybe he was going crazy. When he looked back, the young man was gone

and his own reflection had returned.

“What film shall we watch then?” Kate asked as the twins exited the mall onto the high

street.

“Huh?” Freddie replied, staring bewildered at the window.

“What film, at the cinema?”

He took one last lingering look at the window before focusing his attention on the girls.
“Erm, I dunno’, let’s check the schedule,” he said, vague and distant. Ten minutes later, they
were placing their Cokes in drinks holders at the local Odeon, as the opening credits for
Twilight 3: Breaking Dawn, Part II, began to roll. Before long, Freddie was comfortable in
his padded chair, following the plotline avidly and had forgotten completely about the young

man in the window.

Then, all of a sudden, he returned. He flickered, only for a second, as if he was spliced

into the film reel.

“Did you see that?” Freddie shouted to his right, but he was drowned out by the

characters’ voices on screen.



The figure appeared again, longer this time, for two or three seconds. He was three-
dimensional, like a hologram. It was definitely him, longhaired and wearing a grey t-shirt and

a tan coat. He had a set of panpipes hung over his chest.

The stranger cupped his palms over his cheeks. “RUN!" He shrieked at the onlooking
Freddie. Freddie jerked his head nervously over his shoulder, his eyes skirting across the

seats behind him in the cinema. Could others see what he was seeing?

Seconds later, he got his answer. Grace, next to him, gripped her chair over his hand and
dug her nails in to the bone. She clenched her lips tight and muffled a terrified scream that
threatened to escape. She grabbed her legs to her chest, burrowing herself deeper into her seat

to escape what was on the screen.

Kate, next to Grace, seemed to be suffering the same fate, but instead of curling up and

hiding she tried to run. She bolted out of her seat.

Freddie sat, paralysed from shock at their reactions, for although the caramel-skinned
man was disturbing he shouldn’t have elicited this reaction. Then Freddie understood. They
weren’t looking at the caramel-skinned man. Their nightmares had become reality. He knew
this for the caramel-skinned man had faded from the screen and in his place was the arachnid

that stalked his dreams.

The red stripe had come back for him. It was horrendous in size, as wide as the cinema
itself. It clubbed its head through the screen as if it were tracing paper, sending table-sized
shards of vinyl rotating over his head. It was monstrous, repulsive, the hairs on its body wide
like tree trunks. “Tlick-Tlick,” it crossed its sticky squelching mandibles, strands of saliva

hanging like glue. “Tlick-Tlick,” it lifted its quivering fangs, ready to strike.

“Freddie!” He heard Grace shriek as if through a wall of thick glass. His whole body

went into spasms.



“Freddie!” Kate lunged across and screamed at him nose-to-nose like a platoon
commander. She arched backwards and sent a slap stinging across his face. He snapped out

of it.

“Ugh, that was awful,” he garbled, dazed, a few seconds later. He rubbed his tingling

cheek.

“I know. I saw Grace. She was...swallowed up by the earth,” spluttered Kate.

“I saw Kate drown,” Grace whispered.

“What? You saw each other’s dreams?” Asked Freddie, dumbstruck, knowing what both

of their dreams entailed. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“I know, but we’re ok now, we’ve got to get out of here,” breathed Kate.

The three of them bumped along the waist-high corridor of chairs in the shadowy
cinema. Save them, it was empty. “Tell me I'm not crazy, the cinema - was full - wasn’t it -
when we came in?” Grace’s voice faltered from the back of the trio. Yet the movie was still

rolling on the big screen.

“Someone’s trying to screw with our minds,” Kate growled angrily from the front and

headed towards the exit doors. She grabbed a brass railing along the stairs.

Wh-eee-ieeew, the projector flap screening the movie stopped humming, coughed its last
images and whirred to a halt. The cinema went pitch black. Kate’s toes buckled inwards as

her foot crunched into a step.

“Whoa!” She yelled as her right hand gripped around the railing, twisting her towards

the wall before her face hit the floor. She dragged herself up, and stopped.

Something was behind them. Something was panting foul, hot breath against their ears.

They felt sharp, icy fingers tease across the nape of their necks.



Kate grabbed for her sister’s hand, spun on her heels and together they pumped up the

stairs three at a time. Freddie sprinted right behind them.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

If you were driving at any speed along the country road that bisected the small hamlet of
Haversham, you could quite easily have missed it altogether. Haversham was populated by a
dozen houses, many of them hidden behind gardens of bushy trees. Ronnie and Tommy
arrived, on foot, just before lunchtime and walked into Haversham’s only shop to find out

exactly where Mrs. Eve Canasteda lived.

“Eve? She lives at number four,” a jowled, middle-aged shopkeeper bumbled from
behind his counter, as if he wasn’t used to visitors, “she was in here only five minutes ago
buying her cream cakes. She’s got a thing for them you know.” So did Tommy. He smiled to
Ronnie and insisted that they should bring along some as a welcoming gift. A minute later,

they left the shop with a bagful of éclairs.

A little way up the road, they pushed through a creaky, iron gate to Mrs. Canasteda’s
garden. Leading up to her home was a paved pathway overhung by rusty climbing ivy. The
two boys walked through the leafy tunnel and up to her front door, which Tommy rapped

with a brass knocker.

“Coming,” called out a strong but flustered woman’s voice from inside the house. “Who
is it?”

“Tommy Bailey and Ronnie Rough ma’am,” Tommy replied, “we go to St. Monedel’s

school.”

“Oh, ok.” Mrs. Canasteda unlatched one of her locks and opened her door slightly. She
peered through the narrow gap to get a good look at the young boys. “How can I help you?”

She asked, her voice hesitant. She chuckled at her own cautiousness when she saw that they



were barely into their teens. She was wearing marigolds and holding a gardening fork in her

hand. She opened the door fully.

“Lovely to meet you Mrs. Canasteda,” said Ronnie with a charmingly polite smile, “but I
wonder if you could help us? We’ve been asked to complete a project on the history of our
school within the next two weeks and we’d like to gather as much information as we can
about the lessons, life at the school, you know, things like that. We’ve been told that you

might be able to help us. Do you think you could?”

The petite Eve Canasteda stood before them in plastic green wellingtons, faded
dungarees and a thick, cream cardigan and had her ash coloured hair tied behind her head.
Ronnie saw her going over the consequences of talking to them in her mind, but eventually
she held open her front door and circled her gardening fork, beckoning them to enter. “I’ll do

my best,” she answered, “come in and I'll get a pot of tea on the stove.”

Mrs. Canasteda was a hoarder. Along her corridor, as they walked through, were piles of
dusty books stacked against its walls and two mahogany clocks, missing their hands, standing
sentry opposite each other. As they turned the corner towards her kitchen, Tommy’s foot
grazed the edge of an open bag of compost, with small green shoots poking from its soil. A
row of the bags, snug next to each other like heavy pillows, lined the route through to her

kitchen floor. Mrs. Canasteda was building an indoor nursery.

“I guess you already know that my late husband was a teacher at St. Monedel’s?”” She

asked, flicking the switch on her kettle.

“Yes, we have been told,” replied Ronnie. He wanted to be sensitive about the subject of

Carlos Canasteda. It was best to be discreet.

“Have you spoken to Mrs. Higginbotham? She’ll definitely be able to help you with this

homework.”



“We have and she was most helpful. In fact, it was her that suggested we speak to you,”

replied Ronnie.
“Did she now? She’s nice enough is Mrs. Higginbotham, talks too much though. Tea?”

“Please,” Ronnie replied. Tommy, meanwhile, was staring at a collection of black and

white photographs in a glass cabinet in the corner of the kitchen.
“Is this you and Mr. Canasteda?” He asked, pointing at one of the photos.

“Yes, handsome devil wasn’t he?” She beamed. She lifted the stewing teapot and her

finest china onto a tray and carried it over to the kitchen table.
“We brought some cakes,” said Tommy as they sat themselves around it.

“Oh lovely,” said Mrs Canasteda, reaching for one. “Well, where shall we start then?
Would I be wrong in thinking that the period you would like me to talk about is when Carlos

was a teacher?”

Ronnie felt that it was still too early to broach the subject. “Did you go St. Monedel’s,

Mrs. Canasteda?”

“Oh no,” she shook her head and chuckled. “I went to a little school here in Haversham.
It closed down quite a few years ago now. One of the neighbours bought it and converted it
into a house. Oh well, that’s progress of sorts I suppose.” She sipped her tea. “I left school
and went to work at fourteen years old.” Tommy almost knocked his cup from its saucer.
That was only three years older than he was. “I went to work on the farms around here, until I

met Carlos that is.”

“So how did you and Mr. Canasteda meet?” Ronnie asked gently. His heart warmed as

she told her story.

“Silly man got lost on one of his rambling walks didn’t he,” she giggled as she
remembered the moment, “he hadn’t been teaching at the school for long and didn’t know the

area. | was still working at the farm, you see, and he asked me if I might show him around



sometime. It all began there.” She turned her head towards the cabinet and gazed longingly at
the photographs for a few seconds before returning to the boys. “We courted for a while and
then we were married. A lot of the girls [ knew back then were very jealous, he was quite the

catch.”

“He was a Chemistry teacher wasn’t he?” Ronnie asked, thinking that it was safe to talk

about him now.

“Yes,” she nodded enthusiastically, “and a very good one. I’ve spoken to a number of his
pupils over the years who remember him very fondly. It doesn’t surprise me in the least.”
Tommy, who wasn’t really contributing to the discussion, leant over the pine table and

grabbed one of the chocolate éclairs.
“And then you moved here, to Haversham?” Ronnie asked. “It’s a very nice place.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Canasteda smiled. “Yes we did. Carlos fell in love with this house
when he saw it. It has such a big garden, you see,” Mrs. Canasteda pointed out of the
window. “I was worried that we might be cut off a bit, you know, socially, from the school.
But I needn’t have. We were always invited to dinners, walks, weddings, christenings and the

like. Would you like to see some pictures of what life was like back then, for your project?”

“Yes, of course, we’d love to,” replied Ronnie, hoping for clues on what happened to
Carlos. Her rosy cheeks dimpling as she smiled, Mrs. Canasteda trotted out of the kitchen and
returned, minutes later, with a rectangular tin box, painted with butterflies. Happiness was
clearly written on her face, reminiscing about Carlos obviously bringing back pleasant
memories. Overall, the boys spent over an hour with her looking through trinkets and
photographs. Like Mrs. Higginbotham, Eve Canasteda was an engaging and interesting
storyteller. They were no closer, however, to solving the teacher’s disappearance. Ronnie

wondered if Mrs. Canasteda really did hold the key to their mystery.



“Mrs. Canasteda, I hope you don’t mind, just getting back to our project for a moment, I
wonder if you have any pictures of Mr. Canasteda in the school grounds, you know, to see
what the school looked like then? Or perhaps of him being a teacher? Or maybe some school

memorabilia, like books or pens or something?”” He asked.

“I suppose I have been rambling on a little bit haven’t I?”” Mrs. Canasteda laughed, “I
know there are a few bits in here.” She rustled letters and papers around in the box and after a
few moments had pulled out a treasure trove of items, including old school photographs,
school reports, textbooks, a hymnbook and even a teacher’s baton. “These should be useful
for your homework assignment,” she muttered as Tommy chewed on another chocolate
éclair.

“Can I?” Ronnie asked, his fingers brushing the cover of one of the books.

“Of course,” nodded Mrs. Canasteda, “I’ll get you something to take these things away

with you; that one was a schoolbook Carlos wrote for the school curriculum.”

Ronnie leafed through the first few pages and the torn, jagged pages ripped from their
library book flashed into his mind. His cheeks tingled with excitement. “Mr. Canasteda wrote
schoolbooks? Wow.” This is it, he thought. This is the moment when Carlos Canasteda
reveals himself. “Did he write any books on dre-,” Ronnie swallowed the word before it left

his mouth, “on any other subjects at all?”

“No. He didn’t write for anybody else, only the school I'm afraid,” Mrs. Canasteda
shook her head and neatly placed the items in a cardboard box. Ronnie’s heart sank like a
stone. Were they wrong about Carlos Canasteda? Was this all leading nowhere? Mrs.

Canasteda slid the box across to Tommy, who was daydreaming out of her window.

“Thank you for all this Mrs. Canasteda,” said Ronnie, forcing a smile to hide his
disappointment. “We are sure to get an A-star thanks to you.” He couldn’t help but feel that

Mrs. Higginbotham was wide of the mark.



“My pleasure.”

“Oh I almost forgot,” Ronnie slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Mrs.

Higginbotham.”
“Yes? What about her?”

“She wanted us to ask you something, if that’s ok? She said that Mr. Canasteda used to
have a catchphrase, something like, “It’s all in the chemistry”. Mrs. Higginbotham was

wondering what it meant?”

Mrs. Canasteda curled a finger over her lips, lost in thought. “Well it might be because
that was his profession,” she mused and then looked away, as if the comment had triggered
something. She bent over her tin box and sifted through it. “It’s in here, I know it is. Let me
find it a moment. Here it is.” She unfolded a thin, faded periodic table and rotated it, so the

boys could see, written in slanted, spider-like writing, “It’s all in the chemistry.”

“Fancy waiting all this time to ask me though. You might aswell have it for your
project,” she folded it and put it in the cardboard box. “Do you think that’s enough to get you

started?”
“Oh, it’s brilliant, thank you very much!” Ronnie replied.

“No, thank you. I’ve had a lovely afternoon. Make sure you come back and tell me how

it went, won’t you?”

Ronnie and Tommy arrived at the Goody household an hour later.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Kate, Grace and Freddie hared out of the cinema, sprinted along the high street and
slalomed through the market traders, not looking back. They dared not look back. Kate
tripped forwards, hands out, knocking apples and pears from a fruit stall, sending them
bouncing in front of her. They zigzagged and jostled their way through a swarm of shoppers
until finally they made it to the bus stop. They sat mute and expressionless the entire ride

home, as if their emotions had been shovelled out and they were nothing but shells.

Grace burst into her sister’s room, looked around disapprovingly and tutted. They should
have gone to her clean, neat room rather than Kate’s messy bedroom. It made her feel
uncomfortable. It was scattered and chaotic, just like her mind at that moment. Kate’s duvet
was crumpled like a cloud, paper littered the floor and a stratum of unwashed clothes had

begun to fossilise across her red sofa.

“Let’s all sit down here on the carpet”, she said, motioning towards the middle of the
room; the place with the least mess. Freddie sat down cross-legged and noticed a stray piece
of paper under his thigh. It was Kate’s attempt at this week’s maths homework. He picked it

up and studied it.

“Number four is wrong,” he said, his eyes glinting mischievously at Kate.

“Oh never mind. I’'m no good at algebra. You can help me if you want,” she smiled
cutely, clearly angling for Freddie to finish it for her.

“Let’s see,” Freddie said, and scanned the paper. As he did so, a large house spider
scuttled across it and onto his hand. Freddie stopped and his eyes fixed on it. He twisted his
torso like a discus thrower and flung the arachnid towards Kate’s wall. “IS IT REAL?!” He

screamed at the girls, his hands and arms trembling. “IS—IT-- REAL?!” His head swam.



Kate leaned over and rubbed his thigh, attempting to soothe him. “It’s real Freddie; it’s

as real as you and me.”

“Are we going crazy? Tell me we’re not going crazy,” he jabbered and lowered his chin

against his chest, his black curly locks dropping onto his forehead.

“We’re not going crazy,” Kate whispered. She moved onto her knees and rubbed his

shoulders. His tense frame slumped and relaxed. “But we do need to talk about this.”

“Well I don’t want to talk about it,” Grace, behind her, said defensively. If she was
honest, she was just as scared as Freddie was. Talking about it would mean confronting what
was happening to them. She would rather slam the door shut on her psyche than delve around

in its horrors.

“But we’ve got to talk about it,” Kate insisted, digging her thumbs in between Freddie’s
shoulder blades; Freddie winced. “And we’ve got to tell Ronnie and Tommy. It’s all very
well us not getting any sleep night after night because of these nightmares. It’s all very well
me walking around like a zombie every day and getting rubbish grades,” her eyes narrowed
as she screwed Freddie’s T-shirt angrily between her fingers; Freddie tried to move away as
she worked herself into a temper, “but not while I'm awake. I’m not having it stalk me while
I’'m awake. We’ve got to talk about it. And we’ve got to do something about it. It’s not just
me. It happened to all three of us. This thing, whatever it is, is after us, I know it. And it’s
scaring the hell out of me.” And then, suddenly, she let go. “Oh, hello, how long have you
been there?” She asked Ronnie and Tommy, the latter of whom was holding a box and

standing in her bedroom doorway.

“Long enough,” replied Ronnie, “so, what in the hell are you going on about? Are you

going to tell us what happened?”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“That sounds awful,” said Ronnie, after they had described their horrific experience at
the cinema. “I think Kate is right though, we do need to do something about it, and maybe
what we found out will make you feel better. Carlos Canasteda is the only lead we have to go

on, and now we know a lot more about him. Hopefully it will take your mind off of things.”

“Go on then, what did you find out?” Kate asked urgently.

Tommy trailed in after Ronnie, carrying the box full of Canasteda’s belongings and
before long they were sat in a circle with it between them. Ronnie updated them on their trip

to see the eccentric old Mrs. Higginbotham and of how Carlos and Eve Canasteda had met.

“Do you think any of that stuff really happened? You know, Canasteda going after the
gold?” Freddie asked, feeling much better since their arrival. His normal, logical mind was

ticking over once again.

“I do,” Kate blurted, “I really think we might be getting somewhere.”

“And how they met is so sweet,” said Grace, wrapping her arms together in an embrace, “it

sounds like she really loved him.”
“I think she really did,” agreed Ronnie.
“And she gave us lots of his keepsakes,” said Tommy, pointing towards the box.

Kate leant forward and peered into it. “Let’s see what’s inside Pandora’s Box then shall
we?” She grabbed it by its sides, tipped it upside down and spilled its contents onto her
bedroom carpet. Grace crawled next to her and began sorting through the items, organising

them into piles while Freddie wrote an inventory.



There were three black and white photographs of Carlos Castaneda at St. Monedel’s; one
with a small group of pupils in the schoolyard; another of him representing the teachers’
cricket team, smashing a ball for six and a third of him sat at a desk in a classroom, wearing a
trimmed beard and neatly cropped black hair. Next to the photographs - a pointed baton, a
yellowing wall chart with his scrawled handwriting, a tatty hymnbook used at morning
assemblies, five report books from 1972, an architectural plan showing school renovations for
the summer of 1967, an art book containing sketches of wildlife in Monedel and two

chemistry textbooks. Carlos Castaneda authored one of the textbooks.

Ronnie took charge. He grabbed Carlos’ book from the pile, thumbed through the first
few pages and grimaced. He slapped the book shut and handed it to Freddie. “This is for

you,” he said.
“Why’s that?”

“Formulas and equations, you’re the maths genius, right? Have a read through and see if
you can make any sense of it.” Ronnie passed him the second chemistry book without even
opening it.

“What’s this then?” Grace asked, dangling the folded wall chart between her fingers.

“That? It’s a periodic table of elements,” Ronnie answered in as interesting a tone as he

could muster.
“Well isn’t that chemistry aswell?”

“Yup, give it to Freddie,” Ronnie laughed loudly, “and this,” he said as he spun the

architectural map towards him like a Frisbee.
“Why that one?” Freddie squealed.

“What?” Ronnie shrugged his shoulders innocently. “It has measurements all over it.

Anything to do with numbers is yours.”



“Why not give me the whole box while you’re at it?” Freddie joked as he carried the
objects over to Kate’s homework desk. He switched on her light and fan and flipped open the

cover of the first book.

Kate snatched the school reports from in front of Ronnie’s knees and made a getaway to
her sofa, grinning at him cheekily. She snuggled her legs underneath her, settled her back into

a cushion and read the first report.

Grace plucked the tatty hymnbook from the floor and followed her sister onto the
clothes-strewn sofa. The first few pages hung loose, but inside the book was sturdier and she

hummed away to the few hymns she recognised from morning assemblies.

Tommy and Ronnie remained where they were. Tommy, who was more interested in the

photographs, slid them onto his lap.

2

That left Ronnie with the art book and the baton. ‘Wow, Castenada was a talented artist,

he said, thumbing through the pages.

They were quiet and studious. For a quarter of an hour, other than Grace’s occasional

humming, the only sound they heard was the whirring of the fan next to Freddie’s arm.
“Found anything yet?”” Ronnie uttered, once he had reached the end of the art book.

“No. Nothing,” said Tommy, rotating the photographs around, hoping that a change in

perspective would help. But it was no use. They were just plain old photographs.

“ACHOO!” Freddie trumpeted an almighty sneeze that knocked him backwards on his
chair. His sneeze, provoked by the fan blowing a layer of dust into his nostrils, shot the
papers into the path of the fan. The fan grasped hold of the papers, sending them into a
balletic, yet chaotic spiral, wafting them downwards in a synchronized dance before

unceremoniously strewing them back across the desk.

“Gazundheit,” said Grace politely, peering over her hymnbook towards the desk.



“Thank you,” replied Freddie, who dragged his chair back into place. The haphazard
manner in which the fan had strewn the papers did not seem significant at all. Freddie
reached across the table to place them back in front of him, but something made him stop.
The periodic table, on top of the architectural plan, was almost as thin as tracing paper due to
its age and allowed the two images to be visible at once, one beneath the other. Freddie's

brain whirred.

“Did you know that the average sneeze travels at one hundred and eighty miles an
hour?”” Grace said in encyclopaedic fashion. Freddie didn’t reply. He jerked forwards,
snatched the desk light and held it over the papers. Its bright bulb rattled as he traced a finger
horizontally along their widths. He swapped one paper beneath the other, examined them and

then reversed them again.

“Did you know that the architectural map of the school and the periodic table are exactly
the same shape?” He answered her, moments later, his voice shrill with excitement. “I’ve

double and triple checked it and they’re an exact match. They’re identical.”

“Maybe this is what Carlos Canasteda meant by It’s all in the chemistry,” Kate shrieked.
She leapt from her sofa to the desk and the others quickly huddled around her. “Maybe he’s

leaving us clues.”
“Clues for what though?” Ronnie asked, his the voice of calm and reason.
“I don’t know, something,” Kate yanked the papers away from Freddie. “Let me look.”

Tommy smiled and ruffled his large hands through Freddie’s curly hair. “Looks like

you’ve struck gold, my friend.”
“Yes!” Ronnie cheered. “Tommy, you’re a genius!”
“I know,” Tommy replied. “Why?”
“Freddie, what is the symbol for gold on the periodic table?”” Ronnie asked.

“Au. Why?”



“Gold! Of Course!” Tommy thumped his large fist into his palm. “Mrs. Higginbotham

said there’s gold hidden under the school.”

“And if you place the periodic table over the map of the school, in what part does the

symbol Au appear?” Ronnie asked, his voice a little higher from excitement.

Kate prodded the area with her finger, beating Freddie to it. “The library. It’s in the

library.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Monday 10" December, 2012

11 Days To Go

Kate, Grace, Freddie and Tommy stood straight with their backs up against their lockers

like soldiers on parade. Ronnie paced in front of them.

“Ok gang, it’s 12:31 precisely,” he said, pulling his i-phone out of his jacket to check the
time, “in fourteen minutes the librarian walks to the canteen to get his lunch. We then have
half an hour before he returns. Go to the areas you recced first and then everywhere else. |
don’t know what we’re looking for; a riddle, a trapdoor, maybe a hidden room, something

like that. Are you ready?”

“Yeah, let’s do it,” urged Freddie, rubbing his hands together. They spun on their heels

and marched double-time down the corridor.

Over the previous few days, they had conducted lunchtime reconnaissance missions at
the library while pretending to study hard. They had kept the old librarian under close
surveillance, waiting for him to catalogue books or dust his shelves, at which point they
scanned around, searching for uneven floors or jutted walls, or, in fact, anything that looked
out of the ordinary. If there really was a stash of gold hidden under the school, then a tunnel
might lead to it, or at least that was what Mrs. Higginbotham thought. With the librarian

gone, they had the run of the place, but they would have to be quick.

Tommy shoved open the heavy library doors and Grace ran through, heading to the arts
section where they had found the books on dreaming. Her fingers fumbled along the spines of
hardbacks, tipping them towards herself. She climbed up the rickety wooden ladder and

peered behind them, looking for a sign, a symbol, a lever, anything.



Freddie hurried along to the chemistry section. He grasped books with both hands and
lifted their covers like wings. He fluttered their pages in case Canasteda had left them a

booklet, or an equation, or a clue of some kind.

Tommy and Ronnie, starting from opposite sides, brushed their hands along ruts in
wooden wall panels and rapped their knuckles on them, listening for hollow sounds. Kate,
meanwhile, crawled along the polished floor on all fours poking ridged tiles with a metal

ruler in case they wobbled or moved.

Ronnie’s i-phone vibrated in his pocket. Only ten minutes remained. “How are we

doing?” He yelled over his shoulder.

Freddie heard his voice, shook the last two books on his shelf and walked up behind him.

“Nothing,” he replied, his shoulders slumped.

Ten seconds later Grace appeared. ‘“Me neither,” she said flatly. Kate stopped vainly
scraping the floor with her ruler, pushed herself up and planted both hands on her hips. Her

body language said everything they needed to know.
“Nope"’

“What have we got then? Where are we going?” Tommy waddled across from the
opposite side of the library, beads of sweat matting the front of his orange hair. Ronnie

couldn’t help but think that he was a little behind the game.
“Nowhere,” Ronnie replied, his voice prickly.

“Damn, I don’t understand. Where else could it be? We’ve checked everywhere right?”

Freddie fiddled with the curls on the back of his head.

“Yes, everywhere,” said Grace defensively. She glared at Freddie and folded her arms as
if it was a personal criticism. “Whatever we’re trying to find, it’s not in the library, that’s for

sure.” She twisted her torso away and focused instead on racks of cassettes, CD’s and vinyl



records near to where Tommy had come from. Her nostrils flared angrily. Ronnie could

understand that she was disappointed; maybe she was just being over-sensitive, he thought.

“Well, I’ve still got a little way to go and Tommy’s only half way along that wall.
Freddie, why don’t you help me finish up here and Grace and Kate, you two can help
Tommy?” Ronnie suggested, “That way we can be sure we don’t miss something.” He shot

his eyes down towards his i-phone - eight minutes and counting.

The girls sprinted around the audio racks and reached the wall panels ahead of Tommy.
They started tapping with their hands, knocking high at first, as Tommy had done, and then
lower and lower. Kate, who was crouching so low she was almost sitting, rapped on a panel

that sounded like tin.

“Down here,” she squeaked excitedly. Ronnie and Freddie abandoned their section of the
library and went running over to Kate. She grabbed her ruler from her back pocket and
stabbed it deep into a groove between two wall panels. With it bending in her hand, she thrust
it hard and forwards, levering out a panel just far enough for Tommy to shove his fingers

behind it. He yanked the panel away from the wall.

“Look, there!” Tommy blurted, pointing to hinges at the edge of a metal box. Other
panels obscured what it was, so Tommy squeezed his left arm behind them and whacked
them out with his palm. Before them was a large black safe fitted with an old brass keypad

lock.

“Tommy, I can’t believe you missed this,” Ronnie tutted as the last panel dropped to

floor.

Tommy bit his lip. “It’s not like it was easy to find,” he muttered under his breath, too

quietly for Ronnie to hear.

“Now what?” Freddie asked.



“We’ve got to crack the code,” replied Kate, bending down towards the keypad. She

stroked her fingertips slowly across three rows of squared letter keys.

“Choose the right word and “open sesame”, I guess,” Freddie, tried to prompt ideas from

the others.

Ronnie’s i-phone vibrated. “We’ve only got five minutes left,” he barked. They were

running out of time.

Kate ignored him. “How about Au?” She proposed. “Maybe we’ll get lucky with that
again?” The keys collapsed under her fingers and clicked back. They held their breath; the

library was deathly quiet.
The safe door remained shut.

“Nope,” said Freddie, biting his nails. “Chemistry? Try chemistry.” Kate punched the

tabs hastily, her finger accidentally slipping onto the wrong letter.

“Damn, sorry,” she cursed. “Wait, let me do it again.” The keys pinged correctly this

time. “No, that didn’t work either. Next?”

“Come on, come on,” urged Ronnie, tapping his foot impatiently on the wooden floor.

“What about dreams?”

Kate wiped her moistening palms on her school trousers. She was getting anxious. She

deliberately typed each letter to avoid misspelling it. “Uh-uh,” she replied, shaking her head.

“Try library,” blurted Tommy. “You never know, it might work.” Kate entered it.

Nothing happened.

“Looks like we’re at a dead end then,” Ronnie whined. His heartbeat drummed loud in
his ears. Time was slipping away. “Freddie, quick, the corridor, keep a look out for the

librarian,” he ordered, trying to cover all the bases. They were running out of ideas.

He slowed his breathing to calm his nerves and waited for his mind to settle, until it was

as still as a lake. Then, after ten seconds, a perfectly formed thought splashed into his



consciousness like a single raindrop into a puddle. “Do you mind if I have a go?”” He asked

Kate politely.
“’Course not, go ahead.”

Ronnie bent down over her shoulder and carefully tapped the keypad three times with a
single finger.

E-V-E.

A metal latch clanked upwards and the safe door creaked open.

“Eve. The password was Eve!” Kate whispered excitedly behind her as they peered into
the safe. “This is all Canasteda’s doing, it has to be. He used his wife’s name as the

password.”

“That certainly seems to be the case,” Ronnie concurred. His chest deflated with a large,
relieved sigh. He lifted his i-phone from his pocket, tapped a torchlight app and shone it into

the darkness. The rear of the safe was missing and led to a set of stone steps.

“Get a move on!” Freddie yelled from across the library. “The librarian’s on his way

back. You’ve got two minutes max!”

“We’re in! We’re in!” Tommy screeched and jumped into the air. “We’re going to find

the gold! We’re going to find the gold!” He sang and danced a merry jig.

“Are you crazy? The librarian is coming!” Ronnie growled at him through gritted teeth.
Maybe his big oaf of a friend was nervous, but that was no excuse. Whatever it was, he had to

do something, or Tommy would compromise the mission.
“Tommy, you’re coming with me,” Ronnie ordered and pointed towards the safe door.

“What? We’re going in there? As in me and you?”



“That’s right, us two,” Ronnie replied. His voice was stern and uncompromising. He
pushed Tommy towards the safe as if he was a naughty schoolchild and soon they were

crawling through it belly first onto a cold, stone staircase.

Ronnie rolled onto his side and shouted back. “Kate, Grace, leave the door slightly open
so we can get out. Put the panels and the rack back so the librarian isn’t onto us and if he

catches you, well, you’ll have to think of something.”
“Okey dokey,” nodded Kate. She pushed the door towards him.

“But can’t someone else do thi,” Tommy protested but it was too late. They were

plunged into black, leathery darkness.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

“Are you still there?” Tommy whimpered, groping after Ronnie through the syrup-thick

blackness.

“Yep,” Ronnie replied calmly. “Follow me down these steps.” Ronnie felt for the wall to
steady his balance but winced in pain as his palm grazed along its muddy, flinty surface. He
searched for the next step down with the sole of his shoe and lowered himself. One wrong
move and he would tumble and probably break his arm. “This isn’t working,” he thought. He
dug deep into his trouser pocket, searched once more for his i-phone and shone its small but
incandescent light in front of them. It wasn’t much, but it produced just enough light to

illuminate the next metre ahead.

At the bottom of the steps, as their eyes became a little more accustomed to the darkness,
they could make out a thin catacomb of a tunnel that narrowed towards them the farther it
went along. “Ready?” Ronnie asked over his shoulder. They moved forward. Soft mud
squelched under their shoes until the tunnel cramped their torsos and they were forced to
shuffle along sideways. Ronnie was smaller and more agile than Tommy and was soon two or

more yards in front.

“Are you sure about this?” Tommy whined. “We should turn back. This isn’t leading
anywhere.” He was getting flustered, as he knew that he was too big for the tunnel. He
imagined the awful embarrassment of being stuck under the school and the fire brigade

having to prise him free.

“Let’s just see where it leads. Let’s see how far we can get,” said Ronnie, sucking in his
stomach as he squeezed himself around a turn. Tommy thrust himself forward, swallowing a

pained shout as stones scratched like nails through his school shirt. The muddy, flinty walls



grated against his arms, legs and back as clumps of dirt rolled sticky and wet between his
clothes. Tommy, who felt like his ribs and his chest were being crushed between a vice, was
about ready to give up when Ronnie stopped at a small, wooden door, not much bigger than

he was. He twisted the handle and opened it.

The small, flimsy door bumped forward as it scraped along the soil. Inside was a small,

dark room. Ronnie raised his phone above his head as he waited for Tommy to reach him.

After a few minutes, they could discern curtains of cobwebs draping every corner. The
room itself was spartan and the air musty and dank. In one corner, collapsed beneath a clump
of cobwebs was a wooden desk riddled with fungus. In another, a brass railing hung
threadbare rags that were once jackets and jumpers. Yet, in the centre of the room, was a
large, sturdy oak chest, locked shut by a bowl-shaped padlock. Ronnie and Tommy tiptoed

towards it, as if moving any faster would disturb the eerie silence that surrounded them.
“How are we going to get into that?”” Tommy whispered.

“I don’t know,” Ronnie answered, with his hands on his hips. “We need something to
open it.”

“How about this?” Tommy asked, pointing at the brass railing. He walked over and
thumped the two ends supporting it. It dismantled easily and thudded onto the mud. He slid

off the clothes and carried it over to the chest.

“Well done,” Ronnie said weakly, betraying his surprise at Tommy’s ingenuity. “Nice
one.” Tommy carefully aimed the railing and slipped it through the padlock. Grabbing either
side, he rotated the railing like a Captain turning a ship’s wheel. It was not long though,
before each turn became stiffer and he was straining every sinew in his muscles to twist it
further.

1”°

However, the metal loop was beginning to buckle and bend. “That’s it! It’s moving

Ronnie urged from behind his shoulder.



“A bit more, just a little bit more,” Tommy focused and screwed his eyelids shut. “And

nnnnnnnnniggggggyyyyyyaaaaaaa!” He heaved the metal pole forwards with a hefty shove.

CRACK! The padlock exploded. Lumps of shrapnel careered outwards towards the

muddy walls like howitzers hurtling towards no-man’s land.

Tommy tumbled far over the chest and rolled into a carpet of spiders’ webs. When he
came to a stop, he was not happy. “Yuck! This is disgusting!” He retched, covered in sticky
white strands. Ronnie howled with laughter. Tommy picked himself up and brushed himself
down, and, when he had finished, stormed angrily back towards the large oak chest. Ronnie
smiled at him to put him at ease and Tommy smiled back, relaxing a little. They put their

palms on its lid, looked at each other and lifted it together.

The chest creaked open and they peered inside. Tommy’s face dropped. He had hoped to
be blinded by gleaming bars of gold bullion but, to his disappointment, the large oak chest
contained only one item; a rectangular object that was swathed in yellowing cloth and bound
with string.

“Is that it? All that effort for nothing?” He grumbled.

“What do you think it is?”” Ronnie asked.

“Well it’s not gold, is it?”

Ronnie leant his stomach against the rim of the chest, reached in and carefully lifted the
object with both hands. He tugged at the string and it fell to the ground, coiling at his feet. He
slowly removed the cloth like a doctor unravelling bandages on a wound. Inside was a

perfectly preserved leather journal.



CHAPTER TWENTY

“What was that?” Tommy’s skin went pallid. He spun around on his heels to see what,

or who, was making the noise behind him.

“What? I don’t hear anything,” Ronnie dismissed it, scrubbing a layer of dirt from the

journal with the cloth.
“I’m serious, listen.”

It began as a low hum, far off but getting closer. Ronnie’s eyes widened with horror. It
was unmistakeable, transforming to the base, destructive, primeval roar that had stalked them
for months. “It’s after us!” Tommy panicked. He could barely breathe. He didn’t want to die
like in his nightmare, he wanted to live. Air wheezed in and out of his lungs, as if he was

suffering an asthma attack.

“Down here? What the hell is it doing he...?”” But Ronnie couldn’t finish what he was
saying. Tommy held his breath and bolted out of the room. Ronnie wasted no time running

after him.

Fuelled by fear, Tommy bulldozed his way along the dark tunnel, its jagged, flinty edges
lacerating his arms and legs. He gritted his teeth, sucked in the pain and charged onwards.
Ronnie lifted the leather book above his head and drove after him, constantly jerking his head
over his shoulder, in case that noise, that god-awful noise that chilled your bones like a
bitterly cold wind, was after them. Dirt fell into his eyes, his ears and his mouth. He coughed
up gritty, muddy spit until finally the tunnel began to widen. Freed, the two of them tore
towards the steps, panting, and clambered up them like soldiers up a cargo net. Tommy
crawled into the safe and punched its door, which sent a wooden wall panel swan diving onto

the library floor.



skeksk

Thud!

Tommy’s hands fumbled around the edges of the adjacent panel like a rock climber
feeling for a ledge. “Wait!” Freddie whispered urgently. The librarian screeched his chair

backwards and started to shuffle his way towards them. Tommy and Ronnie were trapped.

Freddie scuttled behind the bookshelves to find Kate. He took her by the arm to lead her
away from the librarian, whose suspicions had been aroused. “Quick, the old codger’s about

to nab them,” he warned her. “We have to create a diversion.”

She thrust an arm in front of Freddie’s chest. “The bookshelves, let’s tip the
bookshelves.” Freddie nodded; he knew exactly what she meant. They moved deeper into the
library, to a shelf laden with thick, heavy volumes and split up. Freddie grabbed one end,
while Kate, who had waved her sister over to help, put her palms against the other. Seconds

later, Grace was by her shoulder.
“On one,” Freddie mouthed and counted down silently on his fingers. “Three, two, one.”

“Push!” Kate urged her sister. They bent forwards and mustered a strong shove up from
their thighs through to their forearms and wrists. The shelf toppled forwards, flinging books
to the floor like lemmings from a cliff. The shelf crashed into the one next to it, which fell

like a domino, knocking over a third.

Cra-Boom! The shelves reverberated against the floor. The librarian gasped with fright
and held his heart. Freddie, Kate and Grace scarpered behind the only bookcase left standing.

The library floor looked like a demolition site with books in place of rubble.

“What was that?” The old man muttered breathlessly. He turned and waddled towards
the fallen shelves, whimpering. He dropped to his knees like a priest about to pray and buried
his head in his hands. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” he muffled a dejected groan behind them;

“this is just terrible. This is just awful.”



Freddie, Kate and Grace slipped out through the library doors. “Boy we are in so much
trouble,” Kate laughed nervously, her voice clotting with guilt.

skeksk

Tommy, meanwhile, who had been spying on the commotion through the slightly ajar
safe door, edged it farther open and ever so quietly lowered the wall panels obstructing his
path to the floor. With the librarian’s back to him, he stomach crawled through the safe and
rolled himself behind the rack of audio CDs. Ronnie handed him the leather journal and did
the same. As Tommy kept an eagle eye through the rack, Ronnie gently clicked the safe shut
and stealthily replaced the wall panels; nobody would ever know that they had been down

there.

The librarian was crawling around on all fours, collecting books into alphabetical piles.
The boys silently tiptoed out from the rack and behind the librarian like thieves stealing away
from the scene of a crime. The old man, pre-occupied by the mess around him, did not hear
or see them creep past. They snuck out of the library and followed Freddie, Kate and Grace
down the long corridor leading up to the library.

skeksk

Mrs. Crowbag, who was standing at her latticed office windows overlooking the
schoolyard, heard her office telephone buzz urgently. She walked over to her mahogany desk
and lifted the receiver. “Hello? Mr. Asquith?....What? .....Vandals? Are you sure?....The
library shelves?.....A scandal? Please calm down Mr. Asquith..... Ok, ok, give me a few

moments and I'll be right over.”

The receiver rattled as she thrust it downwards. Students stampeded past her office door.
She shovelled papers that she had been working on into a transparent plastic folder and tutted
sharply. Her office keys scraped along their metal tray as she snatched them and she marched

towards her door to find out what Mr. Asquith, the librarian, was fussing about.



skeksk

Ronnie, who had just scampered past, heard her door handle click and turn. He’s not
going to make it! The thought hurtled into his mind; Tommy was a full twenty yards back.
“Tommy! Launch it!” Ronnie yelled over his shoulder. Tommy glimpsed Mrs. Crowbag’s
green, pleated dress emerge from her office and realisation of his predicament was evident on
his face. He twisted himself around like a hammer thrower and hurled the leather journal high

into the air.

It arced like a rainbow on its journey, above Ronnie’s head, just as Mrs. Crowbag exited
her office door. She caught the figure of Tommy in the corner of her eye and turned to face

him. He skidded to a halt and looked as guilty as sin.

“Tommy Bailey! What in the world have you done? Get in my office now!” She
shrieked. Her skin went ashen white and her eyes were piercing, sharp and hawk-like at him.

He lowered his head to avoid her accusing gaze and shuffled apologetically towards her.

He had done enough, however, to distract her, enough to help the others to escape. Kate,
Grace and Freddie hared around the corner of the corridor and away to safety like Olympic
sprinters while Ronnie tracked the flight of the book and jumped up to catch it in midair. The
leather journal slapped into his chest and he stumbled backwards as he landed, his backside
pushing through the store cupboard behind him. He fell onto his bottom with the book in his

lap.

“Oh Andrew, you are wonderful to me,” said the diminutive Miss Seymour as she
tiptoed up to embrace her fellow teacher, Mr. Snowdon. Ronnie twisted his torso towards
them and noted the disbelieving, stunned looks on their faces. He had to think quickly. The
rules of the school were clear; relationships between teachers were forbidden, even in store

cupboards.



“I won’t tell if you don’t,” he smiled, pushed himself up and strolled out into the

corridor.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“What happened? Are you in trouble?” Grace asked from Kate’s sofa, her forehead lined

with concern.

Tommy leant back against Kate’s bedroom doorframe, his hands relaxed into his
pockets. “No, not at all,” he smiled at her. “I was crapping myself in Mrs. Crowbag’s office

though. I thought I was going to be expelled for sure.”

Freddie, who had been studying the leather journal at Kate’s homework desk, swivelled

around on her chair to face him. “What did you say to her?” He asked.

“I told her that it was my fault. I said that I tripped over in the library and fell headfirst
into one of the shelves, which knocked over the others, and that I ran away because I was
embarrassed about being so clumsy. So I went back to the library to apologise to Mr.

Asquith, the librarian, and then I helped him clear up after school, that’s why I’'m late.”

Ronnie sniggered from the far corner of the room. Privately Ronnie was fuming that
Mrs. Crowbag had caught Tommy. Tommy had been far too slow and had put them all in
jeopardy. Ronnie did not even deign to lift his head from the letters he was examining; even

though they were in a foreign language and he did not understand them.
Tommy’s eyes burned anger at Ronnie, but Ronnie kept his head low.
Tommy let out a resigned sigh. “So what have I missed?”

“Lots and lots,” Kate said excitedly as she bounced up from her sofa cushion and
slapped her hands together eagerly. “We might be onto a major clue here. The journal was
Carlos Canasteda’s and it seems that he was also investigating his dreams, although he got

much further than we have.”



“That’s good news. Does he tell us how to get rid of our nightmares?” Tommy asked.
“The sooner this is over the better.” Ronnie sniggered again at what he considered was a

cowardly comment. In his mind, Tommy was the weakest link on their team.

“Unfortunately no, he doesn’t,” replied Kate, smiling despite the obvious tension
between the boys. She seemed instead to be bubbling over with excitement. “First I'll tell you
what we don’t know. For starters, the journal is written mainly in Portuguese with snippets of
English, so there’s a lot we don’t understand,” she spoke quickly, words gushing from her
mouth. “There’s also other stuff in there we don’t get, like letters in Spanish between Carlos
and a Mexican University, and photographs of an archaeological site. You know, pictures of
stone carvings and stuff like that. And then, there’s even a necklace. God only knows what
that’s about. But it’s the back of the journal that’s exciting. There are a couple of sketches of
things called dreamcatchers in there and that’s the major clue. We think these dreamcatchers
might have something to do with our nightmares.” She waved Tommy over to her desk.

“Come and have a look.”

Tommy ambled over, his hands still in his pockets. He flanked Freddie at the desk with
Kate the other side. Ronnie walked over and stood behind Freddie so he was able to better
see. Freddie flipped to the final few pages of the journal and stopped at a graphite sketch. It
was a drawing of a hooped object criss-crossed with threads, with feathers and beads hanging
from its base like earrings. “What is it?” Tommy’s face was blank with confusion. “And why

is it a clue exactly?” He asked.

Freddie coughed to clear his throat. He read aloud a paragraph below the sketch, written

in Canasteda’s spider-like scrawl.

An object from traditional Native American cultures, a dreamcatcher is often hand-
made from willow. It is covered in netting (or a web) and is decorated with feathers and

beads. A dreamcatcher is hung above the bed and protects you from nightmares. Only good



dreams seep through, while nightmares are caught in the web, and disappear at the break

of dawn with the light of a new day."

Tommy re-read it and considered it for a moment. ‘“Protect you from
nightmares....disappear with the light of a new day. That’s exactly what we need,” he said to
Kate, “but we don’t have a dreamcatcher. Do we need one? I mean, we are experiencing

extreme nightmares, right?”

“That’s exactly what I'm saying. We do need a dreamcatcher and I think Canasteda
knew which one. It’s on the next page.” Freddie turned the page very slowly, as if he was
handling an ancient manuscript. Their eyes stopped on a second dreamcatcher, much smaller
than the first, coloured in black, red, gold, silver and white threads. Above it were the words,

St. Monedel’s and World In Between scratched next to each other.
“World In Between? What’s that?” Tommy asked.

Freddie tapped a pencil on the desk. “We have no idea. But it’s weird that St. Monedel’s

is written there. Maybe our school has something to do with our nightmares?”

“What is this?” Tommy mumbled hesitantly, pointing to a smaller passage of script at

the bottom of the page. It appeared to be a riddle.

“Kate has been waiting very impatiently for your arrival Tommy,” said Grace from the
sofa, her voice faltering with nervousness. “She so wants to read it, you know, to find out
what happened to Canasteda. But, of course, it’s only right that we do it with all five of us

here.”

“And now we are,” Kate smiled. “So, are you ready?”” She asked, her eyes fizzing with

excitement. “We all agree to do it, right?”” She turned to Ronnie, who nodded silently.

L www.crystalinks.com/dreamcatcher.html



“Well it looks like you’ve already decided. Don’t you think it’s a bit dangerous?”
Tommy tried to make his voice heard, but he was too late. Kate impetuously grabbed the

leather journal, twirled around to face the others and read the riddle aloud.
This verse must be said by you who seek,
Your spirits be brave, and journey not meek,
Through Jaguar's maw, the planets align,
Cross the hair's breadth and all will shine.

Their worlds changed beyond all recognition.



PART TWO: THE STRANGER

Standing at the summit of a Toltec evening sky is a tall, slender young man with a
caramel complexion and long, striking black hair that hangs below his shoulders. He wears

faded blue jeans, a simple grey t-shirt and a tan coat that touches his knees.

He balances on a steep, craggy hillside interspersed with dark green bushes and gazes at

the sun setting over distant peaks swathed in leafy green canopies.

He edges slowly down the hill’s incline, accompanied by a herd of goats that skip and
falter, with small bells ringing chaotically around their necks. He calls to them, urging them

to follow him as the ground levels out and they approach a calm lake.

He walks towards a sturdy wooden bridge, and, as he nears it, bends down to pick up a
handful of pebbles. He clutches them in his palm and strolls across. At the midway point, he

leans lazily over the bridge and suspends an arm over the water below.

He drops a single pebble into the still lake, it breaks the surface and ripples roll
outwards. Two more fall in quick succession, wrinkling the water below. He smiles and

continues his game until there are no more pebbles left in his hand.

He crosses the bridge, through to lush, jungle undergrowth where dish sized leaves brush
against his thighs. Knowing his way through, he arrives at a clearing where the terracotta

earth hardens and a campfire is healthily ablaze.

The young man, wary of the flames, approaches a pile of large, blackened stones and
lifts one away. Soon, five stone seats encircle the campfire. He lifts a sixth and drops it next

to a tree stump, where a bowl of paint sits. He dips in two fingers and daubs a pair of thick,



blue stripes over scars on either side of his face. He sits down, leans against the stump,

unhooks a set of wooden panpipes and begins to play, his dark eyes dancing with happiness.



CHAPTER ONE

Monday 10th December, 2012

11 Days To Go

For the first time in months, Freddie did not dread, in every fibre of his being, of going
to sleep. His bed was warm and welcoming and his pillows soft against his head. The vile
roar that burrowed deep into the recesses of his mind was gone and instead there was silence;

a sweet silence. It was odd.

His nightmare materialised, as usual, yet he was strangely relaxed. As before, he woke
snuggled beneath his hotel bed linen while his parents rose early to go to the pool. Yet, when
he stumbled bleary-eyed out of his bed, neither the cereal box nor the hideous red stripe was

there.

“This isn’t the normal pattern,” he mumbled in his sleep, his mathematical brain

functioning on autopilot, “everything has a pattern, doesn’t it?”
Doooh-Doooh-Doooh-Doooh, a woodwind melody drifted in from the lounge.

Freddie angled his head towards the sound filling the holiday apartment. It was a tune he
recognised, but he could not remember where from. He walked nervously into the lounge,

where a set of pristine panpipes nestled against a maroon sofa cushion.

Worried thoughts raced tracks around his mind. What had Kate done? Would there be
consequences, tonight? Would his nightmare take on another horrific turn? His heartbeat

drummed in his ears as he steeled himself for the worst yet.

All remained still. The panpipes continued to play their soothing melody and Freddie,
ruffling the back of his hair, breathed deep to calm himself. He stood staring at them. Was it a

recording, or a trick of some kind? He bent down to pick them up.



A sudden, sharp blow punched between his shoulder blades and winded him, knocking
him forwards. A shrill buzzing filled his ears, as if he had disturbed an angry hornet’s nest,
distorting and then drowning out the panpipes. Freddie vainly plugged his ears with his
fingers to stop it but it was no good. His heartbeat was galloping now, his heart valves
pumping like pistons. This wasn’t supposed to happen. With a kind of sick irony, he longed

for his nightmare. It may have been horrific, but it was his nightmare.

The ground beneath him disappeared. He expected to fall into nothingness, but didn’t.
The walls rushed from view. He flew forwards at breakneck speed, as if he was on an
invisible rollercoaster. He hurtled past warped kaleidoscopic images like strands of paint on a
Jackson Pollox canvas. Then he was running, on a trail, with hard, dusty earth beneath his
feet. Then the buzzing in his ears stopped and the comforting sound of panpipes started up
again.

“Where am 1?7 He muttered, his mind scrambled and lost. He slowed to get his bearings.
Around him was a jungle-like world, descending into dusk, with tall, imposing trees arching

up into a canopy overhead, throttling what light remained of the day.

He walked warily forwards, the melody getting louder as he neared its source. Up ahead
he could see a blazing campfire set in a clearing, surrounded by a number of large stones and

a strange figure playing that infuriatingly familiar tune.
“Someone else is here,” he muttered to himself and quickened his pace.
And then he saw him.

A long, dark haired stranger with smooth, caramel skin lifted his panpipes away from his
mouth, and smiled.

“You!” Blurted Freddie, “What are you doing here?”

-END- PLEASE READ ON TO FIND OUT HOW YOU CAN BECOME INVOLVED
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HOW TO HELP WITH THE PUBLISHING OF DREAMCATCHERS

I hope you enjoyed this 88+ plus pages excerpt of Dreamcatchers — After Darkness Light.
So who is the stranger with the panpipes? And what does he intend with Freddie? Read on
to find out more......

Dreamcatchers is a dark fantasy novel and has a 4.6 star rating out of 5 stars on Amazon!
Buy The Book Here on Amazon for less than $5

OR

If you did enjoy the book, as a debut author, I would be forever grateful if you could spread
the word about it on a website called Authonomy.

Authonomy is an online community that gives passionate and thoughtful readers, like you,
a real chance to influence what’s on our shelves. So if you would like to see Dreamcatchers
published, then guess what, you can make that happen!

BACK THE BOOK

AND GET THE FULL DREAMCATCHERS NOVEL FOR

FREE

It’s really simple — if you liked what you read:

e just click “Back the Book” above, or the link below,

e register on Authonomy (it's free and takes about a minute),

¢ leave a high star rating, and comment about Dreamcatchers if you like,
e and, most importantly, back the book.

Dreamcatchers will then be added to your virtual shelf on Authonomy and you will increase
the chances of it being published.

http://authonomy.com/books/48844/dreamcatchers-after-darkness-light/

Everyone who backs Dreamcatchers on Authonomy will receive a FREE digital copy of
the entire Dreamcatchers novel — absolutely FREE — in whatever format you prefer.

Writing is something that I would like to do full-time and I have so many ideas for the
second book in the series. You, my readers, can make that possible if you like, so thank you
for supporting and being a part of the world that is Dreamcatchers.

Thank you for your help and Thank you in advance for backing Dreamcatchers.
Kind regards,

Tom Sarega



