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DÉJÀ VU

It was the first day of the summer holidays and, unlike most fourteen-year-olds, Josie James was wide awake and it wasn’t even seven o’clock yet. As it was Saturday, she knew her parents didn’t have to get up for work, so she walked quietly down the stairs, missing the creaky one third from the bottom. She poured herself a glass of milk while waiting for her toast to pop, then smeared a thick covering of Nutella over it before going into the lounge and switching on the TV. There was some weather program on discussing the unexpected heatwave, but Josie wasn’t really paying any attention to it. Instead, she was remembering last year’s summer holiday.

She had spent a few weeks at her great grandmother’s cottage in the country, but when she tried to think back to exactly what she had done in those weeks, it was like her brain was covered in mist and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to clear it. She had vivid visions of walking into the town on market day and collecting the eggs each morning from the chicken coop, but it was like the memory wasn’t actually hers.

She flicked through her phone, amazed at the times some of her friends were still posting on Instagram and Snapchat. Half-past-three in the morning was the latest one. Her parents always made her leave her phone downstairs when she went to bed, which was a good thing because she’d probably chat to Becky all night otherwise.

Becky was Josie’s best friend in the whole world. They’d known each other since the age of two when Josie and her family had moved a few doors down from Becky in Moat Avenue and their mums had become firm friends. Becky was everything Josie wanted to be, confident, pretty and above all else, blonde.

Josie had red hair, the reddest hair you could possibly get, as bright as the sun, and although this past year she had started to wear it down a little more often, she still hated it with a passion and wished at least ten times a day that she’d been blessed with blonde hair like her friend.

Now her eyes were a different matter entirely. She loved her eyes, bright emerald green they were, apparently inherited from her Irish roots along with the red hair. Her mum’s grandad had been born in Ireland and moved to England when he was just two, and even though no one else in the family had the same hair or eyes as Josie, they were always commented on at family gatherings and credited to her Irish heritage.

Deciding to post something funny on her Instagram, she scrolled through her photos to see if any would benefit from bunny ears or the classic dog face. She giggled at the numerous altered images of her, Becky and their other best friend Sarah. There was even one of the three of them pulling “The Dab” on Oblivion at Alton Towers when their school had visited the theme park in the last week of term. Josie laughed as she remembered having to show her mum and dad how to do “The Dab”.

“You just put both arms up to the side and hide your face in the crook of your elbow,” she’d explained as simply as she could. “A bit like sneezing into your sleeve.” Her dad had got the hang of it straight away, but her mum continued to put her arms straight instead of raising them above her head.

Nothing was catching her eye though, so she just downloaded a random picture from the internet and posted it, not even bothering to put a caption with it.

“You’re up early, sweetheart.” Her dad came into the room wrapped in his blue dressing gown and wearing the Star Wars slippers Josie had given him for Father’s Day the previous month. “I thought you’d be fast asleep till at least eleven.” He smiled and gave her a peck on the cheek, his stubble scratching her skin.

“You are too,” Josie replied, knowing her dad liked to sleep in on the weekends.

“Your nan wants some stuff doing round the house.” He raised his eyebrows. “So I’ll probably be there most of the day.”

Josie laughed at this. Nannie James always wanted something doing. If it wasn’t something round the house, it was in the garden. She’d even started asking her dad to help the neighbours out with odd jobs.

“Can I come?” Josie loved Nannie James and her numerous cats. At last count, she had eight.

“Course you can.” He went into the kitchen and Josie heard the kettle boiling, and her mum shuffling about upstairs. She looked back at her phone and wondered why on earth she’d posted a photo of a pure white husky with bright blue eyes on her Instagram.

She stared at the photo for a few seconds and, as an immense feeling of déjà vu swept over her, a slight ache started in her head. Why did the husky look so familiar? She was sure she’d have remembered seeing such an unusual dog on her walks with Storm.

Storm was a black and white husky that belonged to Mrs Taylor who lived opposite. He had turned up on Mrs Taylor’s doorstep one day with a note attached to his collar addressed to her personally asking her to look after him. If she was honest with herself, Josie had never believed this story and just assumed Mrs Taylor had adopted him. But she did find it strange that an elderly lady would adopt a husky. They usually had little lap dogs that were far easier to look after.

The pain in her head started to subside as she rubbed her temples gently. She still couldn’t shake the feeling of having seen the white husky somewhere before, but she shook her head in bewilderment and deleted the photo before her friends saw it and thought she’d gone crazy.

Nannie James’ house was a twenty-minute drive away in Nuneaton, and her dad took great pleasure in winding her up on the way. He knew how much she disliked Joe McElderry, so he blasted it out with the windows wide open, singing along at the top of his voice.

Josie plugged her headphones in and tucked her head down so no one would see her, but even Stormzy playing at full volume couldn’t drown out her dad’s off-key version of ‘The Climb’.

As usual, her nan was watching from the window and had opened the door before they’d even pulled on the drive. Her mum affectionately called Nannie James a curtain twitcher. She was always at the window, watching the neighbours and knew everything that went on in the street, right down to where everyone shopped and even if they’d had deliveries.

“You said you’d be here at ten.” Nannie James stood in the doorway, her short, dark-grey hair immaculately styled and her hazel eyes stern.

“It’s only quarter past, Mum,” Josie’s dad said as he went to the boot of the Range Rover and pulled out his tool box and ladders.

“When you say ten, I expect you at ten.” Her voice was strict. “Your dad and I didn’t bring you up to be a sloppy timekeeper, you know.”

“Hi, Nan.” As she got out of the car, her nan’s face instantly softened.

“Oh, Josie, I didn’t know you were coming.” She opened her arms wide and Josie went into them for a hug. “You can pop down to the shop with your Bamps and get some cakes while I sort your father out.” Josie was ushered inside while her nan stayed to give her dad his orders.

“Morning, Bamps.” Her grandad was sitting in his usual chair opposite the television watching an old John Wayne movie.

“Hello, Petal.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek, and she could feel the slight stubble on his chin.

“Nan says we can go down to the shop and get some cakes.” Josie knew this would please her grandad.

“Off we go then.” He was up and out of his chair in an instant. “We’ll take a walk down to the corner shop, save getting the car out.”

It was already hot and sunny out and her grandad grabbed his hat to cover his bald head before stepping out into the sunshine.

“Morning, Dad,” Josie’s dad called from the top of the ladders where he was inspecting the guttering.

“Morning, son.” Her grandad linked his arm through hers before setting off down the road. “There’s nothing wrong with them pipes, by the way. I checked them all last week, but she won’t believe me.”

“I know, Dad.” He was already back down the ladder. “But what can I do, eh?” He shrugged and waved them off down the road.

“So how’s school been?” Grandad James always asked about school. “You’re finished for the holidays now, aren’t you?”

“Six and a half blissful weeks off.” Josie felt like skipping. “And my final year next year, Bamps.”

He seemed genuinely shocked. “Doesn’t seem five minutes since I was pushing you down here in your pram.” He shook his head. “How time flies.”

“I’m staying on at sixth form to do my A Levels and then University.” Josie was glad her school Finham Park had a Sixth Form college, it meant she didn’t have to travel into town every day.

“Well, your nan and I are very proud of you.” He hugged her arm. “Still want to be a doctor then?”

“More than anything.” They were already at the little Co-op supermarket and Josie grabbed a basket knowing her grandad would be buying much more than her nan had said to get.

He threw in chocolate biscuits, shortbread, and cookies from the biscuit aisle, carrot cake, chocolate cake, and fruit cake from the cake aisle, and then he stood in front of the sweets and chocolate for a few minutes before deciding on two huge bars of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk.

“I’m going to get such a telling off.” He chuckled. “But it’ll be worth it when I’m enjoying these later in front of the tele.” He looked like such a naughty child that Josie had to laugh at him.

“Nan is going to go mental.” She knew exactly what would happen when they got back. Her nan would scold her grandad for buying so many treats, and he would look suitably contrite before a selection of biscuits and cakes would be laid out on the table in the dining room along with tea, and pop for Josie.

“Can you get me a newspaper please, Petal?” Josie headed back to the stand at the front of the shop while her grandad stood in the small queue for the cashier. The stand was right by the doors and she grabbed his favourite paper from the middle shelf. She was just about to walk back to the till when something white caught her attention outside.

“Ouch!” she said, her head beginning to throb. In the car park, sitting by the rails, was the biggest, whitest husky that Josie had ever seen.

Josie was amazed at the sheer size of the dog. His head was level with the railings, his huge pointy ears pricked and alert. She stared at the husky and the husky stared back with bright blue eyes. Her eyes began to burn, and she rubbed at them, wondering if her hay fever had kicked in again.

What amazed Josie most by the scene was that no one else appeared to notice the huge dog. They walked past without stopping to stroke him or at least acknowledge his presence. One man even brushed right up against the husky on his way into the shop and didn’t bat an eyelid.

“Josie?” She turned at her name and saw that her grandad had reached the till and was now waiting for the paper.

“Sorry, Bamps.” When she turned back to the car park, the Husky had vanished.


AN EVENING STROLL

“But you won’t be here for your birthday.” Her mum didn’t even try to hide the fact that she was a little upset.

“I know, but it’s the only week Becky’s dad could get the caravan on such short notice.” It was Saturday evening and after spending the best part of the day with her Bamps, Josie had come home to find ten missed calls, twenty texts and fifty Snapchat messages from Becky. “And it’s only Monday to Friday so I’ll be back for the evening of my birthday.”

Her mum wasn’t convinced. “We were going to take you out for the day. We’ve both booked time off work now.”

“But I wasn’t here for my last birthday either.” Josie had a flashback to fourteen candles on a cake and a sudden image of her long-dead great grandfather smiling at her. Odd! she thought.

“All the more reason to be here for this one.” Josie’s plan had backfired. “You’re fifteen on Friday and I don’t know where the years have gone. My little baby girl.” Her mum smoothed Josie’s cheek with her thumb.

“Oh, Julia, let the poor girl go on her holiday with her friend, will you?”

“Thanks, Dad!” Josie said, throwing her arms round him, crumpling the newspaper on his lap. She’d known her dad would be on her side.

“But….” Her mum knew when she had been defeated. “I’ll book us into TGI’s for Friday night then, shall I?”

“Thanks, Mum.” Josie hugged her. “I need to tell Becky.” And she almost bounced out of the room to grab her phone from upstairs.

“Why don’t you just run up the road and tell her?” her dad shouted after her.

“I’ve told her now.” She was back in the room in seconds, tapping away on her iPhone.

“You girls and your phones.” Her dad tutted and went back to reading the paper.

“All sorted.” She pushed her phone into her back pocket. “I’m off to walk Storm now that it’s cooled down a bit.”

“This heat can’t be good for him,” her mum said.

“He copes well enough as long as you don’t take him out in the middle of the day.” Josie pulled on her trainers, tucking the end of the laces into the sides. “I’d love him to be able to see some real snow like Glider though. We didn’t even get a single snowflake this year.”

“Who’s Glider?” her mum asked, her expression puzzled, but Josie was already out of the front door.

She skipped across the road to Mrs Taylor’s, dashed past the hedge at the front of her house and knocked on the door. Josie hated the hedge. For almost two years now, she’d kept getting the feeling of being watched, and on numerous occasions, when she turned to check behind her, was sure she’d seen something move in the hedge.

“Hello, Josie.” Mrs Taylor stood there fanning herself with a magazine. “Can you believe this summer? I don’t think it’s been this hot since 76.”

Storm came running in from the back garden and stood stock still at the door frame.

“They said something about it on the news this morning.” Josie ruffled the fur behind Storm’s ears. “Hottest summer for over forty years.”

“I have to keep spraying this one with the hose.” Panting loudly, Storm looked like he was laughing. “Thanks again for taking him in the evenings. Billy and the family are coming to stay tomorrow for a week, so you’ll get some time off.” Billy was Mrs Taylor’s son who lived in Scotland with his wife and three children. Her daughter Mary still lived in Coventry with her children who quite often walked Storm for their grandmother, but they’d gone away for the Coventry fortnight.

“I don’t mind taking him, Mrs Taylor.” Storm stepped out and walked down the path, stopping at the bottom. “And my dad can always do it when I can’t.”

“Do you think he’s trying to tell us something?”

They both looked at the husky that stared back at them, the green crystal on his collar glinting in the evening sunshine. Josie’s head started to throb again.

“Come on then, boy.” She shook the pain away and caught up with Storm, the dog falling into step beside her. “See you in a bit,” she called back to Mrs Taylor, who shut the door after a quick goodbye.

Josie took the usual route to the fields at the bottom of the street which were an old and unused part of Josie’s previous primary school. The school buildings were all locked up for the holiday and she always found them a bit eerie, so she hurried past, Storm never leaving her side.

The field was full of other dog walkers, all having the same idea of taking their dogs out in the cooler evening air. Josie lost count of the number of dogs that came up to Storm, but he took no notice of them and stuck to her side like glue. He always did this. He’d never needed a lead, never ran off, and took little interest in anything other than Josie.

They walked right to the bottom of the field where it was surrounded by a wood. Even though she’d lived here nearly all her life, Josie had no idea what lay behind the trees. Although the sun was still bright in the sky, the trees were thick and dense, casting long shadows onto the grass.

A rustling noise caught her attention, and she looked into the trees, expecting to find a squirrel or a rabbit. Storm heard it too and the fur on his hackles stood up, his ears pricked forward, and his tail stopped wagging.

“Storm?” Josie had carried on walking not realising that Storm had stopped right where she heard the noise. “Storm?” She called him again, but his attention wasn’t on her. It remained firmly on whatever he could see in the trees.

She watched as he lowered himself down into a stooping position as close to the ground as he could get. It reminded Josie of the border collie she’d seen on a farming programme once. The dog had been herding sheep, and to hide herself from the sheep, she got as close to the floor as she could, sometimes creeping along a little until she heard her next command.

Walking back towards Storm, Josie shivered, a cold chill spreading over her as she heard him growl a soft warning. Storm never growled, he never even barked, just howled sometimes when the phone rang.

“What’s the matter, boy?” She crouched down beside him and followed the direction of his gaze. At first, she couldn’t see anything through the trees, but then she caught sight of two bright green eyes that appeared to be floating in mid-air.

Josie did a double-take to start with, but then, as her eyes focused and adjusted to the darkness of the trees, she was able to see that the eyes belonged to a black cat sitting quite calmly just a few feet away from them. It didn’t act at all bothered by the presence of the growling husky and even started licking its paws nonchalantly.

“Come on, Storm, it’s just a cat.” At these words the cat stopped its washing, stood up on all four paws and hissed, arching its back. Josie had never heard a cat make such a sound, almost human in its tone. Storm could stand it no more and pounced, but the cat was too quick for him and dashed up the tree.

Storm whined for a few moments and danced about at the bottom of the tree before realising the cat was long gone. He looked at Josie and walked back towards her onto the field with what looked like a smile on his face.

“Let’s get home.” She stroked his head, and they resumed their walk back towards the school, not realising that the cat had returned and was now watching them from the edge of the wood.


CAKE BY THE OCEAN

Josie wasn’t sure if it was the excitement or the heat but when her mum woke her up at six o’clock on Monday morning, it was like she hadn’t slept at all. She’d even gone to bed at ten knowing she had an early start with Becky and her family, but sleep eluded her.

For the second night in a row, her head had been full of strange dreams. Dreams of a wintery village, huskies and, bizarrely, an elf dressed in a dark blue cloak. None of it made any sense except for the husky part which she knew had come from seeing the white husky on Saturday.

“You all packed, sweetheart?” her mum asked as Josie poured herself a glass of orange juice, then she continued making toast.

“Just got to put my toothbrush and stuff in from this morning and then I’m all done.” She grabbed the toast as it popped up before her mum could.

“Cheeky.” Her mum smiled and took two more slices of bread and clicked them down in the toaster.

“Can’t believe it’s still so warm.” The kitchen door was open but there was no wind and the day was threatening to be as hot as its predecessor.

“You’ll be by the sea soon so it’ll be much fresher there with the nice breeze.” Josie nodded her agreement. “Wish your dad and I were coming.”

“I don’t,” Josie teased, but her mum knew she wasn’t serious.

“Can you two be any louder?” Her dad trudged into the kitchen, yawning widely. “Just because you’re both up doesn’t mean I have to be too.”

The toaster popped, and once again Josie’s mum wasn’t quick enough. Her dad took both pieces as her back was turned, filling the kettle up with water.

“Right, out of the kitchen, the pair of you.” Her mum shooed them out of the door and into the dining room. “I like my peace and quiet in the mornings to wake myself up properly, and I especially like to eat my toast.” She shut the door so they couldn’t get back in.

“But, Mum…?” Josie realised she’d left her juice in the kitchen. There was no answer, so she walked through the dining room into the lounge and then down the hallway, opening the other door to the kitchen at the end.

“I said out!” Her mum was laughing, but Josie knew she was a little annoyed at having her toast stolen, not just once but twice, so she gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, grabbed her juice and headed back out.

It took just over two hours to get to Cleethorpes on the Lincolnshire coast. They were staying at Thorpe Park, a huge caravan park right next to the beach. Their caravan was opposite the sea and they all took deep breaths of the sea air as soon as Becky’s dad Keith had parked the car.

“What do you think then, kids?” Becky’s mum Dawn unlocked the door and allowed Becky and Josie to go in first.

“You snooze, you lose.” Becky’s nine-year-old brother barged past them and ran into the caravan. “I get first dibs.”

“Aaron!” Becky screamed. “You are so annoying. Mum said Josie and I get to choose the room first.” The two girls walked into the caravan, but Aaron was already opening all the doors. “Mum!”

These were the times when Josie was glad she was an only child.

“Aaron?” Dawn called. “What did we say before we left this morning?”

Aaron came slowly into view. “That Josie gets first choice of the room because she’s our guest.” He said this reluctantly whilst looking at the floor and kicking his feet into the carpet.

“Why don’t you help Dad with the bags?” Dawn watched as he walked back out of the caravan, sticking his tongue out at Becky and Josie as he went, earning himself one back from Becky.

“Brothers are sooooo annoying,” Becky said to Josie as they looked in all the bedrooms before deciding on the one right at the back of the caravan with twin beds and its own bathroom.

“Never had one.” Josie opened the window to let some fresh air into the already hot room.

“Trust me,” Becky said, flopping down on the bed, “you don’t want one.”

“I always thought I’d like having a brother.” Josie sat down opposite her. “An older one though, who would look out for me like Mason does with you.”

“He wasn’t always like that,” Becky replied. “It’s only because he’s moved out to live with his girlfriend.”

“You could help, you know, girls.” Keith came in heavily laden with bags.

“Sorry, Dad.” Becky jumped up, quickly followed by Josie.

“Sorry, Mr Pinfield.”

After a long walk along the promenade and a visit to a delicious ice cream parlour called Scoops, they were now sitting on the decking outside the caravan facing the sea. Keith had taken Aaron to the swimming pool, and Dawn, Becky and Josie were enjoying an impromptu cream tea, arguing about whether the cream or jam went on the scone first.

“You put the jam on first, then you can get loads more cream on.” Dawn was adamant on this fact.

“Nonsense.” Becky replied. “The cream goes first, then the jam.” She emphasised her point by smothering one half of the scone with cream followed by dolloping a spoonful of sticky strawberry jam on top.

“My great nan makes these.” Josie wasn’t sure why she mentioned this but a flash of a memory from last year had popped into her head. “Huge ones bursting with sultanas. She puts so much cream on them that it oozes out of the sides.

“A woman after my own heart.” Dawn was busy cramming even more of the clotted cream on top of one half of a scone before biting into it and ending up with most of the cream all over her face.

“Oh, Mother, really.” Becky feigned embarrassment and handed her a serviette. “I can’t take you anywhere.”

“Josie’s known me long enough now to know my affection for cream.”

Josie chuckled softly.

“OMG!” Becky almost leapt out of her chair. “Look at that spice!”

Josie could saw an older teenage boy walking along the beach. The tide was currently out, and he seemed to be staring out to sea as he walked.

“What on earth is a spice?” Dawn asked. “I’ve never heard this phrase before.”

“You know, Mum … a spice.” Becky explained but Dawn still looked blank. “A spice … as in hot.”

“Oh, I get it now.” Dawn looked over at the man in question. “Little old for you, I think, my girl.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Becky looked at her mum. “He’s about eighteen. I’m sixteen in October. How is that too old?”

Josie’s attention drifted away as Becky and her mum continued to argue over how old was too old. She looked over at the young man in question, who now seemed to be staring right over at them. Josie had to admit that although his face looked their age, he seemed to hold himself as if he was much older.

The throb in her head started again as he continued to stare at her. Becky and her mum were still arguing, paying no attention to him whatsoever. Josie was mesmerised by his gaze and although her head ached and her eyes burned, she couldn’t tear herself away from his scrutiny. She didn’t feel uncomfortable; in fact, he felt familiar to her, like she should know exactly who he was.

“Josie!” Becky’s voice brought her attention back, and she reluctantly looked away and focused on her friend. “You were away with the fairies.”

“I was just looking at the lad, that’s all.” She shrugged, like it was no big deal and she expected Becky to tease her for staring at boys.

“What lad?” Becky stood up and perused the beach expectantly.

“The black-haired one over…?” Josie pointed to the now empty beach. “Where did he go?”

“Where did who go?” Dawn placed a hand on Josie’s forehead. “I think you’ve had too much sun.”

“But…?” Josie allowed Dawn to lead her inside. “You both saw him. Becky said he was a spice, and you asked what a spice was.”

“I think you need a lie down.” Dawn’s face was full of concern.

“I do have a headache now you mention it.” Josie rubbed her temples. The pain in her head was immense and her eyes were stinging, like she’d been swimming and got chlorine in them.

“Go and have a lie down.” Becky ushered her into their bedroom. “And close the curtains.”

Josie did as she was told, ignoring the worried glances from Becky and her mum. She went to the window, pulling one curtain across, but just as she was about to close the other side she caught a flash of something blue from the corner of her eye.

A few caravans away was the man from the beach. He stood staring at her but this time he was smiling. Not a sinister smile but a friendly warm smile and Josie knew that she knew him. Deep down, somewhere in her subconscious, she knew him. She went to call Becky, but the man put his finger to his lips in a shushing motion and began to walk away. Josie closed the other curtain and lay down on the bed, unsure if what she had seen was real or just in her imagination.


THE BEACH HUT BIRTHDAY

“Come on, slow coaches.” Becky was already way ahead of the rest of the party.

“It’s okay for you,” Keith grumbled. “You’re not bogged down with all the baggage.” Everyone turned to look at him. He had bags of food and drink in each hand and racquets and various other sports equipment strapped to his back in a huge bag. He looked like a pack mule.

“Well, I can’t carry any more.” Becky turned round to look at her dad. “I’ve got the ‘you know what’.” She winked knowingly, trying not to draw attention to a large white box in her hands.

“I’ll help.” Josie took a couple of bags and balanced them in each hand. She knew exactly what was in the box, and she also knew that the bag on Keith’s back wasn’t filled with supplies. They were birthday presents for her.

It was now Friday morning, and the car was already packed for the journey home and the keys to the caravan handed back to the park reception. Becky and her family were pretending they had forgotten Josie’s birthday, but she’d heard Becky and her mum whispering early this morning and knew they hadn’t. Josie went along with the charade.

“Here it is,” Aaron shouted, stopping in front of a brightly coloured beach hut. “Number 16.”

Becky, holding her precious cargo, struggled to keep up.

The hut was painted in bright red and white stripes and reminded Josie of a deck chair. Someone had obviously already been there as there were Happy Birthday banners and balloons pinned to the double doors with bunting draped around its sides.

“Surprise!” everyone except Aaron shouted to Josie.

“Oh, wow.” Josie feigned shock, but no one believed her.

“You knew, didn’t you?” Becky looked disappointed.

“Of course not.” Josie tried to look innocent but failed miserably at Becky’s disbelieving face. “Well, I knew something was going on but not this. This is amazing.”

Becky smirked, seeming satisfied with her answer.

Dawn handed Josie a key. “As the birthday girl, you can do the honours.”

“But, Mum,” Aaron whinged. “I always open the door.”

“Not this year, you don’t.” Becky bashed her brother with her hips as she didn’t have any hands free.

“So unfair.” Sulking, Aaron folded his arms as Josie unlocked the door.

Josie gasped as confetti rained down on her head and more balloons fell from the ceiling as she walked in. “You must have been up at the crack of dawn.”

Keith muttered something under his breath, but Josie didn’t quite catch it, and she assumed that Becky had made him her decorating slave.

“Right then.” Becky put the box down on the table that stood against one of the walls. “Let’s get this party started.” She pulled a little speaker out of her pocket and plugged her phone into it before blasting out Voicenotes by Charlie Puth which she played virtually constantly.

After ten minutes the fold up chairs and table that were housed in the hut were unfolded and set up outside in the sunshine with a red parasol casting a cooling shadow over them. Plastic plates and cups were lined up and party food filled every available surface inside and out. Aaron had already grabbed a bucket and spade and was busy making sand castles on the beach a few metres in front of the hut.

“Go on, you two.” Dawn almost shooed Josie and Becky outside. “Go and enjoy the last day of your holiday.”

The girls didn’t need telling twice and grabbed a towel each before heading on to the beach themselves.

“I can’t believe it’s still so hot,” Josie said.

They’d spread their towels out on the sand and were busy applying sun screen. Becky was already a gorgeous brown, but Josie remained her pale-skinned self and applied total block—which hadn’t stopped the obligatory freckles from appearing over her nose as they did every summer.

“I wish I tanned like you,” Josie moaned.

“Nonsense,” Becky scolded. “Your skin is gorgeous, like a porcelain doll.”

“But I don’t want to look like a porcelain doll,” Josie whined. “I want to look like you. All brown and healthy not white like a milk bottle.”

“Don’t look now but there’s that guy again,” Becky said, changing the subject.

“What guy?” Josie saw the familiar jet-black hair and blue clothes of the man they’d seen on their first day. Hadn’t Becky said she didn’t see anyone on the beach that day? Confused, she said, “But you said you didn’t see him?”

“What are you going on about?” Becky was turning herself about on the towel trying to make herself look as presentable as possible.

“When we saw him on the first day, you said you didn’t see him, if that makes any sense.” Josie didn’t really know how to explain it.

“That makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.” Becky pushed her sunglasses on top of her head, then pulled them back down again. “Well, he’s gone past now anyway so it doesn’t matter.” She lay down huffily.

“I fancy a walk.” Josie’s head was hurting again, so she thought a walk might do her some good rather than sitting in the unrelenting heat of the sun. “You coming?” she asked Becky who just shook her head and plugged in her headphones.

Looking around, Josie saw Aaron and his dad playing tennis with a mock court made from spade lines in the sand, and Dawn was sitting outside the hut engrossed in a book. Becky was bopping away to her music, so Josie walked along the beach.

The line of beach huts fascinated her. Each one was painted differently, blues, greens, reds and yellows all merged together. Some people obviously took great pride in theirs, and some were even named. There was one standing all on its own that caught her eye. It was run down and obviously unused. Unpainted, it begged to be ignored and seemed to hide its grey walls against the bright colours of its neighbours, but to Josie it stood out like a sore thumb.

Instantly drawn to it, she walked closer and saw that in complete contrast to its appearance was its name, Suncroft. The little sign was neatly painted and, upon closer examination, it looked freshly done.

The other thing that intrigued Josie was that there was no lock on the door. In fact, there was no door that she could actually see. Instead there was a cross of crystals embedded right in the middle of where a door should be. They were shaped like small teardrops with a blue one in the centre, a white one above followed by brown, red and green in a clockwise direction.

Josie ran her fingers lightly over them. Something about the colours and shape of the crystals were very familiar. She was sure she had seen them before. She pressed the green one, and it moved under her touch, then disappeared. Shocked, she jerked her finger back.

Josie stared at the remaining crystals before plucking up the courage to press another one. This time she picked the blue one, but instead of disappearing, the green one shot back out.

“The green crystal must be first then.” She spoke out loud before pressing it again followed by the blue one. Again, the green one shot back out. “There must be some logic to it,” she asked herself, racking her brain for an answer. “Colours of the rainbow? Elements?” Then in a flash of inspiration, it came to her. “Seasons?” She pressed the green one. “Green for spring.” It disappeared, as before. “Red for summer.” The green stayed hidden followed now by the red. “Brown for autumn.” Josie pressed the brown one softly, expecting all the others to shoot back out. Instead, the brown one slid smoothly out of view. “Well, it’s got to be white for winter.” The fourth crystal vanished. “And I’ve no idea what the blue stands for but here goes.” She pushed the blue one which made a clicking noise and started turning and burrowing into the wall, casting a shiny blue light as it did.

Josie took a step back as part of the wall started to slide backwards. Amazed, she watched as a passageway appeared before her. It was pitch-black inside, but a slight glimmer of light could be seen in the distance. Josie looked over her shoulder, and even though the beach was busy, no one seemed to have noticed this unusual occurrence.

Stepping into the dark, it felt cold after the heat of the outside. Josie held one hand out against the wall as she walked. It felt smooth and slightly damp as she made her way slowly along. She glanced back to see the beach and the sea behind her, framed like a picture. When she looked forward, she could tell that the light was coming from a candle. The passage opened into a room and although it was dimly lit, Josie knew she wasn’t alone.


FORGOTTEN MEMORIES

“Hello, Josie.” There was a flash of blue light and the room was suddenly brilliantly lit by what felt like hundreds of candles. As her eyes adjusted, she focused on where the voice had come from.

Standing in front of her was the man from the beach. His jet-black hair curled softly around what looked like pointy ears. At this proximity, she could see he had ice-blue eyes and was wearing what seemed to be a cloak. A cold, wet nose nudged her hand. When she looked behind her, the white husky she had seen on Saturday was gently nuzzling her hand.

“Who are you?” Josie asked, curious about the man and his dog. They felt familiar to her, like she should know them.

“Time to remember.” She watched as the man pulled a blue crystal from around his neck and weaved an S shape with it. More blue light flashed followed by a searing pain in Josie’s head, and a whoosh of images in her mind.

“Filan?” Flashes of a snow-covered village, elders, and crystals that gave the wearer immortality. Filan was a half elf, and huskies were Protectors. “Hello, Glider.” She threw her arms round the husky’s neck and was rewarded with a huge lick.

Filan stepped up in front of her. “Now, it’s going to take a while for everything to come back to you. Memory wiping is a tricky business.”

“You wiped my memory?” Josie said, outraged. “How could you do that? Why did you do that?”

“I had to.” Filan shrugged. “I didn’t want to, but your grandad insisted it was for the best, and I have to say I agree with him, especially after what’s been happening.”

“Grandad George!” The smiling face of her long-dead great granddad flashed instantly across her vision. It had been quite a shock last year when she discovered that not only was he alive, but he’d been living all these years in the hidden village of Suncroft as one of their elders. “How is he? Is he okay?”

“He’s extremely well and eager to see you again.” Filan handed her a scroll. “He sent you a letter.”

Josie unravelled the crunchy paper and began to read out loud.

“My dear Josie,

“By now Filan will have removed the memory block that he placed back in August of last year. It was at my insistence that he did this. I know you won’t be happy about it, but it was to keep you safe. I don’t know if you remember yet, but it is of great importance that we continue to keep your identity a secret. There are forces around that we do not understand, and without your Protector we cannot assure your safety, so it was easier for you to forget about us for a while.” At the word Protector, Josie could see a ball of red fur as the image of her Protector Asher swam in front of her eyes along with that of Murphy who was her grandad’s Protector.

“Asher is doing well in his training. You’ll hardly recognise him now but it is still many months before he will be able to take on the great task that has befallen him.”

Josie knew her grandad was talking about the fact that she was the ‘Chosen One’ and she also remembered that no one seemed to have a clue what this actually meant. A trial of some kind when Josie turned sixteen, but what that trial involved was anybody’s guess. All they knew was that the Chosen One would somehow break the curse that had been cast over Suncroft for over two centuries.

Believed to have been the work of the neighbouring village Shadowside, Suncroft now lived an eternal winter’s night. Although time moved on as normal there was no dawn, no sunset, only darkness. Everyone went about their business as usual except for the fact that the modern world had not reached the village. There were no cars or mobile phones, no modern conveniences, and everybody knew everybody.

Now that the memory block had been removed, Josie could remember how she’d spent a few weeks there last summer living with Filan and his niece Hannah. The magic crystals that Elder Rose and his family owned, known as the Teardrops of Summer, had been missing and it was Josie and Filan’s job to discover who’d been stealing them. In the end, it had turned out to be the butcher’s grandson Bradley Simpson, a handsome lad of sixteen who had somehow been bewitched into stealing the teardrops, but they never found out who had done so or why.

“As I write this letter, plans are being made to bring you back to Suncroft. I must ask that you keep this all hush-hush and as before do not let anything slip to your family or friends. One day in the future we will have to talk to your parents about this but for now it must remain a secret. Filan will explain further. All my love, Grandad George xx.”

Josie rolled up the scroll and went to put it in her pocket but Filan held out his hand and she gave it to him reluctantly.

“So now you know.” Filan tucked the scroll away in his cloak.

“Know what?” Josie wasn’t sure she knew anything. “Other than the things I knew before, which I should have known but I’d forgotten.” She gave Filan an accusing stare. “I don’t know anything new.”

“Well, of course you do.” Filan raised his voice a little. “Your grandad just told you.”

“Told me what exactly?” Josie was sure there hadn’t been any major revelations in the letter she’d just read.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Filan pulled the scroll back out, unravelled it impatiently and scanned it. “Right here it says, ‘there are forces around’.” He rolled it back up quickly, the paper crackling nosily.

“And I’m meant to know what that means?”

Filan nodded.

“How can I possibly know what that means?”

“Because I just told you about it.” Josie looked at him with a blank expression. “I did tell you about it, didn’t I?” She shook her head. “Must have got distracted.” He looked down at the floor to hide his embarrassment. “Sorry about that.”

“So, are you going to tell me then?” There seemed to be a long silence as Josie waited for Filan to speak.

“Not quite sure how to begin,” Filan mused. “I had it all prepared and now it’s all ruined.” He rubbed his head and started pacing about, muttering. “I mean you’ve only just remembered about Suncroft and now I’ve got to tell you all about the Velvet Knight and the strange going ons in the village. Where to begin? Where to begin?” He stopped suddenly. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Josie looked at him.

“That noise.” Filan looked down the passageway. “I’m sure I heard a noise.”

“I’m sure it was nothing.” Josie hadn’t heard a thing and wanted to know more about the Velvet Knight but Filan was having none of it.

“Glider, go see.” But Glider didn’t need to move because out of the dark came the unmistakable sound of a sneeze.


A FAMILIAR FACE

“There’s someone here,” Josie said, but Filan shushed her. He looked at Glider and pointed towards the passage. Glider padded silently into the darkness and after a few seconds a squeal was heard.

“Don’t hurt me, please don’t hurt me.” The voice was unmistakable, and Josie rushed towards it.

“Aaron!” She couldn’t believe it. Although the figure was huddled up against the wall, it was clearly Aaron. Glider was sitting in front of him, blocking the exit to the beach.

“He’s going to bite me, Josie.”

Josie looked at Glider and although he was rather large, he didn’t look scary in the slightest. He gave Josie a look as if to say, ‘Is he talking about me?’ then gently nudged Aaron back towards Filan. At first Aaron screamed and refused to move, but after an encouraging smile from Josie, he allowed himself to be pushed along.

“Who have we here then?”

Aaron ran to Josie at the sight of Filan.

“You’ve scared him.” Josie soothed Aaron. She’d never seen him like this. He was always full of bravado, teasing her and Becky, but she’d forgotten he was only nine.

“I didn’t mean too.” Filan looked hopelessly at her and then to Aaron. “But we can’t have eavesdroppers, Josie, we really can’t.”

“Then what do we do?” Josie knew Filan would have to perform a memory wipe on him.

“I have absolutely no idea.”

She looked at him in surprise. “What do you mean you have no idea?” She was a little taken aback. “Just do your memory wiping thingy.” She was trying to talk quietly so Aaron wouldn’t hear her.

Filan shrugged. “I can’t.”

“What do you mean you can’t?” Josie said, slightly annoyed. “You performed it quickly enough on me.”

“That’s the difference.” It was clear Josie didn’t understand. “Your memories were already embedded, which means they’re in a different part of your brain. Young Aaron here hasn’t had a chance to process anything, so everything is working overtime, floating around trying to work out what on earth is happening to him.” Filan started pacing. “If I try to wipe his memory now, it could make him forget everything he’s ever known.”

“Oh.” Josie didn’t have any other words.

“Nothing else for it.” Filan pulled out the crystal from around his neck.

“Did you always have a crystal?” Josie was sure she hadn’t seen him use a crystal before, but maybe her mind was still trying to remember everything. After all, she was sure he’d made dog collars from pieces of crystals.

“It’s something I’ve been working on for a while.” He dismissed the crystal as if it was worthless and called her forwards. “If you could follow me please.”

“But…” Josie didn’t have a clue what Filan was about to do. “…we can’t leave Aaron?” She could see how scared he was, his face as white as a ghost. He stood deathly still and silent, his eye closed as if asleep. “Aaron?” Josie shook him, but he didn’t move. “Aaron?” He didn’t even flinch when she waved her hand in front of his face. “What have you done?”

“Change of plan, I’m afraid.” Filan was facing the wall where Josie could now see a keyhole that she hadn’t noticed before.

“Is that?” Josie knew exactly what it was. She’d seen many of them before. “A door to Suncroft?”

“As I told you last year, there are many hidden doors.” Filan continued waving the crystal in front of the stone wall.

“But Aaron?” Josie shook her brain back to the problem in hand. “He’s like a statue.”

“Just a little magic.” The outline of a door was starting to appear in the solid wall. “I am a half elf, you know.” Filan was smiling, but Josie was having none of it.

“We can’t leave him here,” Josie said, beginning to panic. “What about his parents? And Becky? They’re going to be wondering where he is.”

“They won’t even know he’s gone.” With another swish of his hands the door opened, scraping along the stone floor as it did. “They won’t even know you’ve gone. In fact, they won’t know anything.”

“You’re not making any sense, Filan.” Josie watched Glider start walking down the dark tunnel that had appeared behind the door, but Filan didn’t follow. Instead, he picked Aaron up and beckoned for Josie to follow him down the passageway and back to the beach.

“See.” He spread his arms out in front of him. “It only lasts a few hours but by then Aaron’s brain will have filed all this away in a place I can reach without wiping anything else.” He put Aaron down gently outside the beach hut as Josie stared at the scene in front of her.

No one was moving. Everyone appeared to be asleep standing or sitting, just like Aaron. There were even two people playing beach tennis, their ball frozen in mid-air. It was eerily quiet as well, not even the sea moving, the waves silent as they hovered above the beach ready to crash onto the sand below, but for now they were going nowhere.

“How?” Josie gaped open mouthed.

“I’ve just put the world to sleep for a while.” Filan said this as if it was an everyday occurrence.

Josie wasn’t convinced. “But won’t people realise when they wake up?” She’d only just re-learnt about Filan and his magic and couldn’t quite remember how powerful it was.

“They won’t have a clue.” He started walking back up the passageway. “It’s not sleep exactly but a sort of trance.”

Worried, Josie followed him, glancing behind her as she did. “I’m still not sure.” How could she just leave them like that?

“They’ll be fine, Josie.” A deep, familiar voice spoke from the darkness.

“Grandad!” She screamed and ran into his arms as he stepped out of the newly opened door and into the shadowy room. As usual, he was wearing his dark green tunic and trousers with the gold interlocking pattern stitched at the collar and cuffs.

“I’ve missed you so much,” he said, holding her away from him. “How you’ve grown in a year.”

“My turn, my turn!”

Josie had forgotten how strange it was to hear the thoughts of a dog when her Protector’s excited cockney accent whooshed inside her head. She bent down to greet him. “Asher? Is that really you?”

Instead of the six-month-old puppy that Josie had last seen, here was a nearly fully grown husky, his fluffy red and cream fur now smooth and elegant. He followed serenely behind Murphy, but as if he couldn’t contain himself any longer, he rushed past him and threw himself at Josie, licking her all over.

“Really, Asher,” Grandad scolded kindly, holding back a chuckle.

“Did Murphy tell you?” Filan asked her grandad, who nodded. “Good boy, Glider.” He patted the head of the white husky.

Josie still marvelled at this connection. Glider was Murphy’s brother—though he couldn’t be a Protector because he didn’t have the mark of Suncroft, a black teardrop shape on his tail, or green eyes. Josie knew that only Protectors could communicate with their elder. Murphy with her grandad, Duke with Elder Shepherd, and the two huskies of Elder Rose and Elder Adams. Glider could communicate with Murphy wherever they might be in the world, but he couldn’t hear an elder’s thoughts.

Last year, just before her 14th birthday, when Josie had connected with Asher back at her nan’s cottage, she had thought she was an elder, but she soon discovered she was far more important than that. Josie was the Chosen One, sent to Suncroft to free them from the curse that kept them trapped in a perpetual winter. But even after all this time, no one knew quite how she was supposed to do it.

“How did Glider know what to do if he can’t hear Grandad’s thoughts?” Josie asked Filan.

“He has a sharp mind, and he knows when something is wrong,” Filan explained. “He’ll have sensed the trouble and told Murphy who in turn will have told George.”

Her grandad turned to Filan. “Did you use time magic? How long do we have?”

“Just a few hours, I’m afraid.” Filan sounded a little worried. “It’s quite a big spell really, so it takes more power than normal.”

Josie looked at Filan, who at first glance appeared quite relaxed, but she noticed his brow was furrowed as if he was concentrating hard on something.

“We’d best move then,” Grandad said. Murphy led the way, followed by Glider, Filan and Grandad. “Josie, we need to go.”

She sensed the urgency in his voice and, taking his outstretched hand, followed him into the darkness of the tunnel, Asher at her heel. The candles in the room extinguished themselves and the door scraped shut behind them.


A FLYING VISIT

The tunnel was wet, cold, and smelt salty like the sea. Filan and her grandad carried candlesticks that seemed to have appeared out of thin air. Asher stayed close by Josie’s side and she could hear the odd word from him as they walked through the shadowy darkness. His training had obviously been working well as he used to have to wear a special collar that hid his thoughts from the other Protectors. Clearly, he was managing to control them himself now as, like Murphy and Glider, he no longer wore one.

“Storm,” Josie said quietly to herself as she remembered that he had been sent from Suncroft to watch over her. The green crystal in his collar was a magic link to Murphy which allowed them to communicate.

“What did you say?” Her grandad turned to look at her.

“Nothing. I just keep getting odd memories back, that’s all.” She smiled to reassure him.

“That will happen for a while still, but soon all your memories will be back where they should be.” He tapped Filan on the shoulder. “Perhaps we should send Glider ahead to warn Hannah.” Hannah was Filan’s many times over great niece who lived with him in the house on Gray Lane. Josie knew there was some secret between the two of them and it had to do with elf magic, but whenever Hannah had tried to tell her Filan interrupted and Josie never did find out what it was.

Glider was gone in an instant, running on ahead to warn Hannah, but why did she need warning? They’d met before and surely she knew Josie would be visiting again this summer? Hadn’t Grandad said they’d been making plans?

“How long till we get there?” Josie glanced back towards the beach hut and the ‘frozen’ people on the beach even though she couldn’t see anything but darkness behind her. “It’s just you said the spell only lasts a few hours and surely it’ll take that long to walk to Suncroft, let alone do whatever it is we’re doing there and then walking back again.” Josie had no idea what the plan was, but then again, she hadn’t last summer either.

“We’re here,” Filan said.

Josie noticed a glow of light ahead at the same time he spoke. “How can we be there?” she said, shocked. “We’ve only been walking five minutes.”

“I’m half elf, you know.” And yet again, that was all the answer she got, as if being half elf explained every little thing.

“Thank goodness you sent Glider ahead.” Hannah was waiting on the other side of the tunnel.

As Josie stepped through, she found herself back in the dining room in Filan’s house. Its long table was set for four with half-full glasses and untouched food.

“Hello again, Josie.” Hannah hugged her. “They’ve just left, Uncle Filan.” Josie noticed for the first time that Hannah looked extremely flustered. “Elder Adams wasn’t best pleased at being sent away when he’d just arrived, but luckily Elder Shepherd managed to get him to leave.”

“Good old Arthur.” Filan chuckled. “Elder Rose was okay, I presume?”

“He was.” Hannah nodded. “Just said he was sorry to miss out on a delicious-looking meal.”

“Typical Patrick, always thinking with his stomach.” Filan had already sat down at the table. “And he’s right, it does indeed look delicious.” Her grandad followed his lead and together they started helping themselves to thick slices of roast beef, golden potatoes, peas and carrots and the most enormous Yorkshire puddings that Josie had ever seen.

“Sit down, Josie.” Her grandad indicated the chair in front of him. “And you, Hannah.” The girls did as they were told, Josie feeling completely out of place in her t-shirt and cropped jeans—and not more than a little cold even though there was a huge fire burning in the hearth.

The last time she visited Suncroft, she had been made to wear Crofters clothes, tunic and trousers similar to her grandad’s, or when visiting the church, she had been given an old-fashioned dress complete with matching bonnet. So the fact that she was still in her modern clothes made Josie think that this was just a flying visit on her part.

Glider and Murphy had made themselves comfortable by the fire, but Asher was sitting by Josie, his nose on her lap, hoping she would conveniently drop some meat his way.

“Beef.” His cockney voice came into her head. “I love beef.” Josie secretly fed him a piece under the table. “Beef,” he repeated. “I love beef.”

“No more,” she said in her head to him after his third slice. “We’ll get in trouble.”

“But I love beef,” he pleaded. “Okay, I’m coming.” Asher padded off towards the fireplace with a sigh and Josie assumed Murphy had told him off. I really need to get better at this blocking thoughts game. He always hears me. Josie watched as Murphy gave Asher what appeared to be an impatient look.

“But I love beef.” Murphy seemed to shake his head before settling back down, Asher curled up next to him. “Beef.” That was the last thing Josie heard as he drifted off to sleep.

“So why were the other elders here?” Josie starting tucking into her meal. It still amazed her that a winter-locked village stuck in eternal darkness was able to produce all the food it needed. But as Filan had told her last year, the fields were outside of Suncroft, and the elders and their families visited neighbouring towns to buy and trade.

“We were discussing the Velvet Knight,” her grandad replied, and Josie realised he must have been at the meeting before joining them in the beach hut.

“What’s the Velvet Knight?” Josie wasn’t sure she liked the sound of this.

“You mean who?” Filan corrected her, but since she didn’t have a clue what, or who, the Velvet Knight was, she didn’t really know what she meant.

“A hooded figure has been seen around the village lately,” Grandad explained. “He appears and disappears in the blink of an eye.”

Josie shivered.

“And last night he left this.” He pushed an unravelled scroll towards her. She scanned the black, elegant writing. “Read it out loud. I don’t think Filan knows what it says yet.”

“For you to find the Velvet Knight,” Josie began, “you must solve the riddles thrice.” All eyes were watching her. Even the three huskies had lifted their heads to look. “The first of which will soon appear. Where voices raise and laugh and cheer.” She put down the scroll and stared at the others. “So he wants us to find him then?” Josie gulped. She really didn’t like the sound of that.


THE FIRST RIDDLE

“Sounds like it.” Filan took the scroll and read it to himself. “I don’t understand it though. Who is he and why does he want us to find him?”

“Do you think he means any harm?” Hannah asked the question on everyone’s lips. “I mean, why all the cloak and dagger if he wants to cause trouble? Surely he’d just do whatever it is without warning us of the fact first.”

“I’m not so sure,” Filan said, clearly worried.

“Where was this found?” Josie didn’t know whether this would affect anything but for some reason she felt it was important to know.

“In The Hall of Elders,” her grandad replied. “Lorna Rose found it just lying there on top of The Book of Crofters.”

Josie remembered that book was full of prophecies and legends, passed down through the ages. It also included a prophecy all about her and how she would bring the light back to Suncroft and fulfil her destiny.

“We’ve no idea how it got there or how long it had been there,” Grandad continued. “Only elders and their families can enter the area where the book is kept, and it’s very rare any of us go in there. It was only because she was getting ready for the school fete that she went in there at all.”

“School fete?” Josie had been here last summer and hadn’t remembered a school fete.

“We have one every summer depending on the weather.” Filan looked at Josie and realised why she was asking. “We had to cancel last years, too much snow.”

“Oh.” Josie said, nodding. There had been quite a few snowfalls while she’d been visiting last year, and she’d enjoyed every single one of them. Sledging and building snowmen, drinking hot chocolate with Bradley Simpson in Kellie’s tea rooms. She sighed at the thought of his handsome face with his blue eyes and curly black hair. “How’s Bradley?”

Her grandad, Filan and Hannah all stared at her and seemed to freeze position. Hannah, with a spoonful of potato raised to her lips, turned her head to look at Josie, the potato falling back onto the plate with a plop as it splashed gravy everywhere. Filan and her grandad had been talking but now they both gaped in open-mouthed silence in her direction.

“How’s Bradley?” It was Filan that broke the silence. “How’s Bradley?”

“I don’t know why you all seem so shocked all of a sudden.” Josie could tell by Filan’s tone and the alarmed looks on everyone’s face that something was wrong. “Am I missing something? I mean literally missing something? Has some memory not come back?”

“Perhaps it’s best she doesn’t remember?” her grandad whispered to Filan, but Josie overheard.

“Doesn’t remember what?” Josie wasn’t having any of this. If something had happened to her, she wanted to know what.

“First, you must understand that it wasn’t his fault,” Filan said softly.

“Wasn’t whose fault?” Josie wished they would just tell her instead of hesitating.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Uncle Filan,” Hannah interrupted. “Bradley kidnapped you last year. He was the one who’d been stealing the Teardrops of Summer, and when you found out he locked you up for a night in a secret room at his grandparent’s house. He was intending to take you to someone else and then leave Suncroft and live in the outside world … your world.”

“But…?” Josie had no recollection of this at all. “How did I escape?”

“You called for Asher,” Grandad said. “He told Murphy who then told me. We only just arrived in time, to be honest.”

“You really don’t remember anything?” Filan looked at her as if he didn’t quite believe her. “You sneaked out of the house before anyone else was up, and you lied to me at the butchers.”

Josie hung her head in shame even though she couldn’t remember. She could tell by Filan’s voice that he’d been disappointed in her behaviour. “And then when that didn’t work, you roped Hannah into helping with the deception.”

“I didn’t.” Josie’s hand flew to her mouth. “Tell me I didn’t.”

“We weren’t to know, Uncle Filan,” Hannah said apologetically. “Reg and Vi said he’d been ill and Josie just wanted to check he was okay. I didn’t think it would do any harm for her to see him.”

“Not do any harm?” Filan stood up, his face starting to anger. “We nearly lost her. What if she hadn’t called for Asher? What if Asher hadn’t known what to do? What if…?”

“Seems to me there’s a lot of what ifs.” Grandad put his hand on Filan’s shoulder, and he calmed instantly. “They know not to do anything like that in the future. And it’s really not their fault. It’s not even Bradley’s fault. The blame lies entirely with whoever bewitched him.”

“He was bewitched?” Josie asked. Even with all the talking about it, her memory of those events hadn’t returned. “By who?”

“We don’t know,” her grandad replied.

“And that’s the problem,” Filan said.

“You don’t think the Velvet Knight is linked to last year, do you?” Hannah mused.

“I hope not, Hannah.” Filan sat back down in his chair. “Otherwise, Josie is in even more danger than usual.”

“More danger?” Josie gulped at these words.

“Elder Adams grows ever more forceful in his claim that his son is the Chosen One.” Josie remembered Elder Adams. He had a hooked nose, long greasy hair, and was the epitome of every baddie you read about in fairy tales or saw on the TV. Even his Protector had an evil look about him. “He’s now actively searching for Ainsley’s Protector even though the boy is still only twelve. It’s another two years before he’ll even be able to connect with him.”

“He’s solved that problem.”

Filan’s face fell at these words. “What do you mean, George?” he asked fearfully.

“You know how long Arthur has been an elder, and also how young he was when he became Elder Shepherd?”

Filan nodded.

“Well, good old Elder Adams has decided that if Arthur can connect at the age of eleven, then his son can surely do it at twelve.”

“The man’s a fool.” Filan threw his arms in the air. “The bond between elder and Protector is sacred, and the reason Arthur connected so early was because he inherited the title so early. No one else has ever done it since.”

“We tried to tell him this,” Grandad said. “But he was having none of it. Even the Dream Maker seemed sceptical, which riled him even more.”

Josie had only met the Dream Maker once and once had been enough. She was Suncroft’s ancient healer, and her twin sister, the White Lady, was Shadowside’s. Josie had met Althaea—her real name—outside The Wolf’s retreat, the village tavern that Elder Shepherd owned—and she’d seemed to take an instant dislike to Josie.

“I must stop missing meetings,” Filan scolded himself.

“You have other things to worry about,” Hannah soothed, and Josie knew not to ask.

“There was a cat!” Josie shouted out suddenly. “A black cat with green eyes.”

“A cat?” her grandad asked. “Where was there a cat?”

“In Croft Avenue the day I went to see Bradley.” It was as if she was reliving the moment, the whole scene so vivid in her mind. “I remember thinking how strange it was to see a cat in a village full of dogs, and it followed me into Croft Lane and then into Bradley’s house. I assumed it belonged to the Simpsons because it sat with me all night.”

“How odd,” Hannah remarked. “I’ve never seen a cat in the village before.”

“Nor I,” Filan agreed. “And I’ve lived here a great many years.”

“Well, I’d never seen it until that day,” Josie continued. “Wait a minute. I have seen it. Or one very much like it.”

“What do you mean, Josie?” Grandad said, sounding worried.

“When I walked Storm the other day, there was a black cat with green eyes in the wood at the bottom of the field.”

Her grandad looked at her, then to Filan and then back at her.

“I don’t think it was the same cat though. The one in Suncroft was lovely, always wanting a fuss, but the other one was horrid. It made a horrible hissing sound, and it didn’t seem at all frightened of Storm even when he growled at it, and Storm never growls.”

“I think it was the same cat, Josie.” Her grandad stood up and walked towards the fireplace, resting his hand on the mantelpiece to stare into the flames.

“What makes you say that?” Josie wasn’t convinced.

“Because, my dear,” Filan said, putting a hand over hers, “there’s a doorway to Suncroft in those woods and it seems that someone else is watching you. But who and why is another matter.”


DOCTOR FLYNN

Sunday morning found Josie and her parents driving to her Great Nannie Kirk’s cottage in the country. Josie had expected this, Filan and her grandad having told her what to expect before leaving her outside the beach hut on Friday. Everything had already been planned by the time she got back home with Becky and her family just a few hours later.

No one had appeared aware that they’d been frozen for several hours. Everyone just continued at precisely the same time that Filan had cast his spell. Aaron, who’d been standing just outside the beach hut next to Josie, had said, ‘Oh, there you are’, before running off back to their beach hut for a drink, completely oblivious to his meeting with Filan and Glider.

“I hope Nan is okay,” her mum remarked as they started driving down the pot-holed lane that lead to Nannie Kirk’s cottage.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine, Julia,” her dad reassured, giving her mum a quick glance before tackling a rather large hole. “This bloody road.” Her dad’s car bounced in the hole with a loud scraping noise.

“But Doctor Flynn sounded so worried about her, Dean.”

Josie had to hide a smile at the mention of Doctor Flynn.

“It sounds awful. Why didn’t anyone ring and tell us she was in hospital? We could have gone and seen her, but we don’t find out till they ring to say that she’s coming home and needs help for a week or two.”

If only Josie could tell her it was all pretend.

Her mum continued, “I wish I’d been able to get the time off work to look after her but, at such short notice and with Sandra and Melanie off as well, there’s no one else in the office to cover for me.”

“I’ll be fine, Mum,” Josie called from the back seat. If only her parents knew that by this time tomorrow she would be settled back in Suncroft and her great nan would be looking after herself, just as she always did, and that there was absolutely nothing wrong with her. It was just a pretence to get Josie back to Suncroft.

At the age of ninety, her great nan was as strong as an ox and still lived alone in the cottage, although Josie knew her great grandad came to visit often. She also had help in the garden from Mr and Mrs Peters. In fact, it was their grandchildren, Sam and Keeley, who had first shown Josie the secret garden last year.

The secret garden was a beautiful courtyard, hidden in her nan’s garden by a magic doorway that only appeared when the sun cast a shadow from the sundial. A golden doorknob would emerge amongst the Honeysuckle, and a thin door opened into a perfectly symmetrical courtyard. Four potted roses stood in each corner and a large fountain flowed in the middle. Josie had later discovered a further door that led to a long pathway which in turn led to Suncroft, but this door only opened with the power of her grandad’s crystal, not the power of the sun.

They finally reached the end of the track and her dad sighed in relief to be driving on smooth tarmac again. He wound his window down to punch the numbers into the keypad, looking to Josie’s mum when he realised he’d forgotten them.

“6, 3, 9, 2,” she said, and the iron gates opened, shutting behind them the instant the car was through. Like last year, the cottage was still hidden behind the neat row of conifers that Mr Peters had obviously just trimmed, as there wasn’t a stem out of place. But unlike last year, it was Mrs Peters that was waiting for them on the doorstep and not her great grandmother.

“Oh, Julia, I’m so glad you’ve come.” Mrs Peters was in a right state, wringing her hands on her apron, flour in her hair and all over her hands. “I don’t know what to do with her. The doctor says she’s to have bed rest for at least a week, but she won’t keep still.”

Josie and her mum followed Mrs Peters into the cottage while her dad fetched Josie’s case from the boot.

“I’m not an invalid, you know,” Nan said, her voice coming from the kitchen. “I don’t need anyone looking after me.”

When Josie walked into the kitchen, it was to find Nan sitting in the rocking chair by the half stable door, one ankle bandaged and resting on a low cushioned stool. “Not that I don’t mind having my Josie stay again for a while.”

“Nan, why didn’t you ring us when you fell?” Josie’s mum went straight over to her and started looking at her ankle.

“Don’t fuss, Julia, it’s just a sprain.” She swiped at her impatiently. “I sprained my ankles many a time at the dances during the war. Those American airmen could whisk you off your feet, you know.” She winked at Josie. “Mind you, sometimes it was just pretend so they’d put their arms round you and help you outside for some air.” She chuckled.

“Well, I’m glad to see you still have your sense of humour, Marge.” Josie’s dad said, joining them. “Your suitcase isn’t very heavy, Josie. Are you sure you packed everything? And I think you’ve forgotten your laptop.”

“It’s okay, Dad, I’ve got everything I need.” Josie knew she couldn’t take her modern clothes and technology to Suncroft, so she’d only packed a few things, and that was really just for show.

“I’ll be off then, Marjorie, now your family’s here to look after you.” It felt like Mrs Peters couldn’t wait to be gone. “There’s fresh tea in the pot and a loaf just cooking in the oven.” She almost ran out of the kitchen door and into the garden, the back gate clicking loudly as she pushed it shut.

“I hope you’ve been nice to Mrs Peters,” Josie’s mum said, pouring out four cups of tea.

“Prissy Peters is a no-good busy body who likes nothing better than sticking her nose in where it’s not wanted.” Nan accepted the cup of tea, balancing it on one arm of the chair.

“Nan!” her mum scolded. “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

“But it’s true.” She took a sip of tea. “Only helps poor Roger so she can stand and gossip to me about the village. And I know for a fact she only looked after me so she can go around telling everyone how lovely and kind she is.”

“You’re terrible, Nan.” Josie laughed as she took her suitcase out of the kitchen and up the stairs to her room. It was such a beautiful room. She was a little sad that she wouldn’t get much time to spend in it this year, but maybe if they found the Velvet Knight quickly, she could come back and spend some time here with her nan before her mum came to pick her up again in a few weeks.

She unpacked the few things she’d brought with her then sat staring out of the window into the garden. Josie could see the sundial and knew that soon her grandad would be coming through the hidden door using his crystal to open it—as the sun’s shadow would have long since passed over.

She looked over to the chickens that were mooching about in their run, pecking greedily at the ground in case they’d missed some seeds from their breakfast feed. A flicker of green light caught her eye and she looked back towards the sun dial. The invisible door was now open and she could see Grandad.

“He’s too early.” Josie started knocking on the window and waving frantically. Her grandad looked up, smiled and waved back before the door closed behind him and he headed towards the cottage. Josie panicked and ran down the stairs, hoping she would be quick enough to stop her mum from seeing her grandad who’d supposedly died over twenty years ago.


RETURN TO SUNCROFT

“Out of the way,” Josie screamed as she ran through the kitchen, scaring the life out of her parents and her nan. She unbolted the bottom half of the door and pushed it open, causing it to bash against the wall of the cottage with a loud thud. She met her grandad just a few feet from the secret garden.

“Hello, Josie.” He turned and smiled at her. “Come to meet me?”

“Quick, get away.” Grandad looked at her in such confusion. “Mum and Dad are still here.”

“What!” Grandad turned on his heel, took out his crystal and the door re-opened. “I’ll be back later.” He blew her a kiss as the concrete door slid shut and disappeared.

“Where’s the fire?”

Josie turned and almost jumped out of her skin to find her dad standing behind her.

“Er … I was just … um.” She had nothing, her brain blank, and she could think of no plausible reason to be rushing around like a whirlwind. It was only when she saw a butterfly flutter by that an idea hit her. “I thought I saw a swallowtail butterfly.”

Her dad raised a questioning eyebrow.

“We’re drawing them in art next year and Mr Marchant asked us to look out for different ones over the summer and take photos.”

“But you haven’t even got your phone out?”

She didn’t think her dad believed her. “Oh.” A brief pause. “Well, when I got here, it was just a cabbage white and I’ve got lots of them already.” As if to justify her answer, a cabbage white butterfly landed right in front of them in the middle of the honeysuckle.

“You’ll have to show them to me another day. Your mum and I need to get home now.”

Josie made a mental night to remember to take photos of butterflies before she left Nan’s cottage. “Is Nan in a better mood now?” Josie knew as soon as her parents left, Nan would be up and about.

“I think she’s just fed up.” He gave her a quick squeeze. “She’ll be fine once she’s on her feet again. You know what she’s like.”

“Thank goodness for that.” Nan stood up and stretched her legs when Josie came back in after saying goodbye to her parents. “I don’t know how much longer I was going to be able to sit there. I’ve had to be helped to the toilet and everything. Honestly, the things your grandad gets me to do.”

“I’m sorry, Nan,” Josie said, “but we need to find out who the Velvet Knight is and what he wants.” Josie knew that Nan would already know everything about it.

“I don’t like the sound of it, Josie, not one bit.” Nan unwrapped the bandage from her ankle and rubbed it. “I can’t wait till Asher is fully trained and able to protect you properly. After that business last year with the butcher’s grandson, and all the things your grandad tells me about Elder Adams, well, it just makes me sick with worry.”

“Don’t worry about me, Nan. I’m not going to do anything stupid again.”

“I know you won’t, Josie.” Nan looked over at her. “It’s not you doing something stupid that worries me.”

“Is the coast clear?” They both turned to see Grandad George standing at the door. “I’ve left Murphy and Asher at Filan’s just in case I had to scarper again.”

“So that’s what the rushing about was for earlier.” Nan gave her grandad a loving peck on the cheek. “Are you sure Josie needs to go, George?” Josie heard her whisper, “Can’t she just stay here with me until you find him?”

“Honestly, Nan, I’m going to be fine.” She went over and hugged her, her grandad joining in.

“She’ll be fine, Marjorie.” He rubbed her back. “Filan and Glider will be with her the whole time.”

“Well, you just make sure they are.” She seemed to wipe a tear away. “Now off upstairs and get your Crofters clothes on. They’re in my wardrobe.”

Josie did as she was told, getting the feeling that Nan and Grandad needed to discuss something private. Her green tunic, trousers and cloak were waiting for her just as Nan had said. Washed, ironed and smelling of flowery washing powder, they were hanging up right at the front of the old wooden wardrobe.

“Are we all set then?” Grandad asked as she came down the stairs a few minutes later.

“All ready.” She had a little bag with her, just a few essentials, knowing that everything she needed would be at Filan’s house.

“Now you be sure and stay safe, young lady.” Nan messed with Josie’s cloak, pulling it around her even though it wasn’t the slightest bit cold. Josie had been undecided whether to wear it or not, but she knew it would be cold once they got to Suncroft, so she’d flung it over her shoulders even though she was sweltering in it at the moment.

“Please don’t worry, Nan.” Josie gave her a loving hug. “I’ll be back before you know it.” Nan said no more, just kissed them both gently before sending them on their way.

“Why’s Nan so worried?” Josie asked her grandad once they were through the courtyard and onto the long gravel path that led to Suncroft. It was a little cooler here due to the hedges and tall trees that grew to form a leafy canopy above their heads.

“Because it’s dangerous for you.”

Josie had expected soothing words of comfort so was a little shocked by Grandad’s reply.

“There’s no good beating round the bush. You’re fifteen now and should know you are in danger, but don’t worry, Filan and I will do everything we can to protect you.”

Josie’s excitement at returning to Suncroft suddenly evaporated. They walked in silence. Only the sound of their boots crunching on the gravel could be heard until a rumbling noise in the distance pricked Josie’s attention.

“Is that the waterfall?” Grandad didn’t need to answer because as they got closer and closer, Josie could hear the unmistakable sound of water falling and hitting rocks below. Then suddenly it was right in front of them.

It was more beautiful than she remembered. When she visited last year, it had been raining and overcast, but today there were sunbeams streaming through the trees, causing the green lake to sparkle and glisten. Her grandad was already in the lake, walking towards the waterfall. Even though she knew exactly what was going to happen, Josie was still a little hesitant and waded slowly into the water, catching her breath at how cold it was.

“Come on, Josie,” Grandad called just before disappearing into the cascading water.

Taking a deep breath for courage, she followed him. The water pounded her head for just an instant before she found herself standing on the other side. Her grandad was already lighting candles which he’d pulled out from his deep pockets. Turning to look behind her, Josie gasped as she stared at solid rock. She didn’t remember that last year.

“There wasn’t a wall here before, was there?” Was her mind playing tricks again? Had she failed to remember something?

“We’ve had to put in extra precautions, I’m afraid.” Grandad handed her a thin white candle in a brass holder. “We had an outsider come very close to discovering us a few months ago so Filan put the illusion of the wall there. Look.” He put his hand through the stone. “It’s not real.”

Josie still got a little spooked by these kinds of things but, after waving her own hand in the stone, she was satisfied that indeed it was just an illusion. She walked behind her grandad along what was now a neatly paved path.

She wasn’t really paying much attention to her surroundings and almost bashed into his back when he stopped suddenly. He raised his finger to his lips and pointed in the distance with his other hand. Josie stifled a scream as two shapes could be seen in the distance hurtling towards them at full speed.

“What on earth?” Her grandad pushed her behind him, out of the way of the two shapes approaching hastily. “Oh, thank goodness.” He relaxed visibly and as Josie peeked round his shoulder. She could clearly see that the blurred shapes had become two huskies, Duke and Lady.

Duke and Lady lived with Elder Shepherd although only Duke was his Protector. Duke and Lady were also Murphy and Glider’s parents. As with Murphy and Asher, Duke had the mark of Suncroft, a black teardrop shape on his tail, as did all the Protectors, but there were none on Lady and Glider.

“Hello, you two.” Josie bent down to stroke them. Even though they’d been running, neither one was panting. They just sat and accepted the fuss as if nothing had occurred. “Why are they here without Elder Shepherd?”

“I’m sure he’ll be along in a minute,” Grandad replied, continuing their walk along the path. They had already reached the church in which they had entered Suncroft last year, but this time Grandad went straight past.

“Are we not…?” But her question was cut off when Elder Shepherd appeared as they came round a corner.

“There you are, George, Josie.” He did a little double take, then seemed to compose himself. “Completely forgot you were a redhead. Never seen you like that before. Far more beautiful than the blonde you were last time.” Filan had cast a spell on Josie last year to change her hair and eyes to protect her identity. She wondered if he’d be doing the same this year.

“What’s amiss, Arthur?” Josie stopped fussing the dogs and stood up next to her grandad.

“Strange things, George, strange things.” He hung his head in dismay. “The Velvet Knight has been seen again.”

“Today?”

Arthur nodded.

“In the daytime?”

Arthur nodded again.

“He’s getting a little brazen, isn’t he? He’s only been seen in the dead of night before.”

“Where was he seen?” Josie asked, not really sure she wanted to know. This Velvet Knight character was starting to scare her a little.

“Just after church this morning,” Arthur replied. “Kellie Meer had gone back into the church because little Phoebe had left her bonnet on the pew. Well, we heard her scream all the way back at the vicarage, but by the time we’d got back, he was long gone. Poor Kellie was pretty shook up. Not sure the tea rooms will be open for a few days.”

“Did she see what he looked like?” Curiosity was chasing away Josie’s fear.

“Only that he had red glowing eyes.” Arthur shivered. “Honestly, George, we need to get this solved as quickly as possible. The whole village is scared stiff.”

“Trust me, Arthur, we’re on it.” Grandad placed a hand on Arthur’s shoulder. “I take it we can’t go through the church then?”

“That’s why I came.” Arthur started leading them further down the path. Josie had no idea where they were going as she’d never walked this way before. “Everyone is in the church; have been all day.”

“Any clues?” Grandad asked hopefully.

“Not a thing.” Arthur shook his head. “If only we had snow, there would have been footprints, but there’s been none for weeks now.”

“Bit of a heatwave going on in the outside world, I’m afraid.” Her grandad turned to Josie as if to clarify the situation. “When it’s dry in your world, Suncroft is dry as well. We only get snow if it’s raining. The curse can’t control the weather, only Mother Nature can do that.”

Josie nodded as if she understood, but she didn’t fully. The curse was still a bit of a mystery to her. It kept the village locked in a winter’s night, but it couldn’t control the weather. Time passed as normal yet Suncroft remained like something in a history book. No electricity, no phones, no modern-day clothes and no cars. The people who lived there didn’t try to leave or question anything new or different. They hadn’t batted an eyelid when Josie had arrived last year. They just accepted her as a visitor, thought she was related to Hannah because of her blonde hair, and that was that.

“I noticed the fields were rock hard when I went out the other day,” Arthur said. “Will make for an easy harvest though.”

Her grandad murmured his agreement.

“Here we are,” Arthur said.

Josie looked around, then looked again, but she could see nothing except the path and trees. “Er … where are we?” She squinted in the darkness, holding her candle higher in case she was missing something.

“Here, of course.”

Josie wondered if everyone in Suncroft gave cryptic answers or did they just assume she knew everything.

“Now get yourself in with Lady while your grandad, Duke and I head back to the church. Filan’s there, and Murphy is pacing the floor because you left him behind.”

“Needed him to stay back in Suncroft, just in case.” Grandad started walking back the way they had come with Arthur and Duke. “Not sure why he didn’t tell me about the sighting though?”

“No point really,” Arthur replied. “I mean, once he’d gone there was nothing to be done, and he knew you’d only be gone a short while.” Their voices started to fade away.

“Do you know what we’re meant to do?” Josie looked at Lady who stared back at her with ice-blue eyes before lying down, her paws out in front and nose resting on top. “Fat lot of good you are.” Josie turned to ask Arthur and her grandad but they had already disappeared and she knew she couldn’t follow them. If she walked into the church looking like this, then her secret would be out. “What do we do then?” Lady stretched her front legs out even further, inching her nose right to the end of her paws.

Josie sat down next to her. The floor was cold, so she tucked her cloak underneath, rested her head on her hands and sulked. There was nothing else to do but wait for Grandad or Arthur, or even Filan, to realise that wherever she was meant to be, she wasn’t. How long that was going to take remained a mystery.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, girl, do I have to spell it out for you?” A female voice made Josie twist to look behind her.

“Who’s that?” Josie inched herself closer to Lady who had sat bolt upright.

“Who on earth do you think it is?” The voice seemed impatient. “Honestly, does no one listen to me? I’m sick of being ignored just because I’m a female. I thought you’d be different though, being the Chosen One. Honestly, they think they’re superior to me because they’ve got that black thing on their tail, but I’m just as good as them, if not better.”

“Lady?” Josie turned round fully to look at the grey and white Husky. “Is that you?”

“Well, of course it’s me. You don’t see anyone else around, do you?”


SILLY RULES

“But … how, I mean.” Josie stuttered and stammered.

“Don’t worry about that now. I’ll explain later.” Lady placed her paw on the trunk of a thick oak tree. “Press the knot in the tree.” Josie looked at Lady then back at the tree. “Are you sure you’re the Chosen One? It’s just you don’t seem very bright.”

“Well, excuse me if I’m not quite with it.” Josie couldn’t believe she was getting attitude from a dog. “I’m just in shock, that’s all.”

“Why should you be in shock?” Lady looked at her with an inquisitive gaze. “It’s not like you haven’t heard one of us before.”

“Only Asher and that’s because he’s my Protector.” Josie still found the connection with Asher amazing, how what he said formed in her head as if he was speaking out loud to her, yet his mouth never moved.

“He’s not your Protector,” Lady corrected.

“What do you mean he’s not my Protector? I connected with him?” Josie was confused.

“And now you’ve connected with me.” Lady stared at her.

“But you can’t be a Protector. You’re not male.” Josie was trying to remember all the things she’d learned about Protectors last year. Her grandad had said they were always male. “And you’ve got blue eyes.” They always had green eyes, the colour of Suncroft. “And you haven’t got the mark of Suncroft on your tail.” All Protectors had the mark. It matched the teardrop shape of their elder’s crystal.

“Silly rules, made up by silly men.” Lady started licking her paws, as if bored with the conversation.

“So, are you saying that you’re a Protector?” Josie was trying to work out what Lady was implying.

“And why would I want to be one of them?” Lady’s voice rose in indignation. “Beholden to a human all the time. No thank you.”

“I’m confused.” Josie rubbed her head. “How can I hear you if you’re not a Protector, and what do you mean that Asher isn’t a Protector?” She found herself speaking these questions out loud rather than in her head, but Lady heard her just the same.

“It’s quite simple, really.” She stopped licking her paws and sighed. “Although Asher has green eyes and the teardrop on his tail, he’s not your Protector. He’s far more important than that, and although I’m not a Protector, you can still hear me because you’re far more important than you know.”

“But why you?” Josie didn’t want to ask for a further explanation of what Lady meant by more important. It always frightened her a little when she was reminded of her future destiny, especially as she didn’t have a clue what fulfilling that destiny actually meant.

“Why not me?” was Lady’s simple retort. “You’ll probably be able to hear most of us, eventually.”

Josie looked at her in terror.

“Oh, it won’t be all at once.” Lady seemed to laugh. “But I’m sure the stronger ones amongst us will be able to communicate with you if we need to.”

“I still don’t get it.” Josie hadn’t meant to say this.

“Let’s just say that we are all your Protectors,” Lady explained in exasperation. “Every one of us looks out for you when we can.”

“All the huskies in Suncroft?” Josie’s mouth dropped open.

“Some are more loyal than others.”

Josie was sure Lady was talking about Elder Adams’ husky.

“You’ll learn to know which of us you can trust.” She stood up on all four paws. “Now will you please press the knot on the tree? I’d do it myself but it’s just a little out of my reach.” She stretched up the trunk of the tree to emphasise the point and her front paws just touched a circular pattern on the tree.

“This?” Josie looked at Lady.

“I give up.” Lady placed her front paws lightly back on the ground.

“I just press it?” But Lady didn’t answer. In fact, she had now turned her back on Josie. “Oh well, here goes.” She pressed the middle of the circle and stepped back, expecting a door to open in the tree trunk, so she was quite surprised to find a trap door slide away at the base of the tree to reveal a set of stairs.

“Finally.” Lady stepped inside, and with a quick look both ways, Josie followed.

It was dark inside and once Josie had reached the bottom step, the door slid shut above, leaving her in complete darkness.

“Lady, I can’t see.” Although this was surely obvious to Lady, Josie still felt the need to say it.

“Honestly! Humans!”

Josie breathed a sigh of relief when she realised Lady was still close by and then shivered as Lady gave a piercing howl. Almost instantly candles flickered and spat, illuminating what Josie could now see was a tiny tunnel that wasn’t big enough for her to stand up in.

“I’m going to have to crawl on my hands and knees.” Josie was already kneeling on the rough floor. “What is this place?”

“It’s a husky tunnel.” Lady started walking in front and Josie followed, each candle going out as they passed.

“A husky tunnel?” Josie hadn’t heard of these before. She knew all about the other tunnels, passageways and secret doors and rooms that lay beneath Suncroft. Along with Filan and Hannah, they had studied them intensively last summer. “But they’re not on the map?” Josie and Filan had looked hundreds of times at the original map of Suncroft made by the elves and they’d investigated every single one.

“Why would husky tunnels be on a map made by the elves?”

Josie assumed this was a rhetorical question although secretly hoped for an answer.

“My ancestors made them hundreds of years ago.”

Josie laughed at this.

“They’ve been changed a little over the years. They were originally just normal tunnels without any of these fancy entrances and switches.”

“And the candles?” Even Josie couldn’t imagine huskies fixing candles to the wall and casting spells on them.

“A later addition by Filan and his family when they discovered them.” Josie might have guessed that Filan would have been involved somewhere along the line. “They thought it would be a good idea if humans could use them as well, but ultimately they’re for us.”

“But if they were made for huskies, how come you couldn’t reach the button?” Josie thought it was rather pointless having a tunnel made for dogs with a switch they couldn’t reach.

“Some of us are just petite.” If Lady had been a person, Josie was sure she would have put her hands on her hips with this statement. “I can’t help it if I’m a little smaller than the others.”

“Are we almost there?” Josie realised she’d hit a nerve and changed the subject. Besides, her hands were starting to bleed, and she was sure her trousers were starting to wear through on her knees.

“Have you no stamina.” This wasn’t a question and Josie didn’t answer.

They continued along for a few more minutes, though to Josie it felt like forever, but she thought this was more to do with crawling rather than the actual distance they covered.

“There you are,” a male voice said.

When Josie lifted her head, she could see Duke standing in front of them, his green eyes glinting in the candlelight. He seemed to fill the tunnel with his immense size.

“Don’t tell me I can hear you as well now?” Josie wasn’t sure she was ready to hear all these new voices in her head.

“Hear who?” Elder Shepherd appeared in the tunnel as well. Josie thought he looked rather funny on his hands and knees and realised it was him who had spoken.

“Do not say a word!” a deep voice boomed inside her head, and Josie knew this time it was Duke.

“Nothing.” She’d never seen Duke look as menacing as he did now. Lady had moved past him and his huge grey and white head was in front of hers, his eyes staring at her intensely. But then he relaxed, licked her nose and seemed to nod his head before walking backwards as he was too big to turn himself around in the small space.

“Welcome to my home.” Elder Shepherd helped her out of the tunnel, and Josie found herself in a large, warm kitchen that reminded her of Nannie Kirk’s kitchen back in the cottage. It was clearly used for the tavern as well as Arthur personally, huge copper pans simmering and bubbling on a large cast-iron stove.

“Are we in the Wolf?”

Arthur nodded.

Although Josie had visited Arthur’s tavern last year, she had only been in the front and not in his actual home, which she guessed was at the back and on the top floor. A sudden commotion from behind a door caused them and the two huskies to look across the room.

“Stay here,” Arthur said to Josie as Duke followed him through the door. Lady stood in front of her.

“He’s here,” an unfamiliar voice shouted, and Josie assumed the door led to the bar. “The Velvet Knight, he’s outside.”


NOW YOU SEE ME

Josie’s first instinct was to run through the door, out into the bar, and see the Velvet Knight for herself, but Lady had now moved in front of the door, barring her way.

“It’s too dangerous out there for you.” Lady’s voice was in her head again.

“But we don’t know that he’s dangerous,” Josie said.

“And we don’t know that he isn’t.” Josie had to admit Lady had a point. “And besides, Little Miss Chosen One, you’re a tiny bit conspicuous at the moment with your red hair and those huge green eyes.”

“Okay.” Josie consoled herself with looking out of the window. Not that this was much use. The glass was leaded in a diamond pattern and was so old it distorted everything on the other side. All she could see were blobs of grey, brown and black moving hastily backwards and forwards.

“He’s gone again.” Arthur came bursting into the kitchen with Duke. “Honestly, I don’t know how he does it. One minute he’s there, then he’s just vanished.”

“Why do you think he keeps showing himself?” Josie couldn’t believe that someone who wanted to remain a secret would keep turning up. “Anything special happening?”

“It’s the school fete tomorrow,” Arthur stated. “Maybe he’s trying to stop it.”

“Why would he want to stop it?” Josie couldn’t see what use this would be to anyone. It was only a school fete after all. What harm could a few stalls do? “Hang on a minute.” Josie went over the clue in her head again. “Are there any races or anything at the fete?”

“It’s the school sports day as well.” Arthur frowned. “Why would this be important?”

“Where voices raise and laugh and cheer.” She repeated the last line of the clue. “The first riddle is going to appear at the sports day.”

“Are you sure?” Arthur didn’t look convinced.

“Of course I’m not sure.” How could she be sure? “But it fits the clue and would explain why he’s been seen. Perhaps he’s trying to find somewhere to hide the first riddle.”

“You could be on to something there, Josie.” Arthur’s eyes seemed to light up. “We must tell Filan and George straight away.” Arthur looked at Duke and Josie knew he was instructing him to inform Murphy who would in turn tell her grandad. “They’re on their way,” Arthur said a few moments later. “I’d best get the kettle on.”

“Anyone serving?” a voice from the bar called.

“Be right there.” Arthur headed back out of the door, leaving Josie to wonder if he ran the bar all on his own, and lived on his own as well. She knew Elder Adams and Elder Rose had family around the village, and she knew her grandad didn’t, but no one had ever said anything about Elder Shepherd. Surely he had a wife, being the oldest elder of them all? Children? But then again, maybe they weren’t alive anymore; after all, he’d been an elder for many centuries, Josie seemed to remember, but then didn’t the crystals give immortality? If the opportunity arose, Josie vowed to ask her grandad or Filan.

“Oh, hello there.” A female voice made Josie turn and she came face to face with a small plump woman who was standing at the bottom of a staircase that had appeared from behind a door which Josie hadn’t noticed before. “You must be Josie.” She held out a chubby hand and Josie shook it. “Lovely to meet you at last. Arthur’s told me all about you.” She was wearing a long white cotton nightdress that reached to her bare feet, and around her neck was not one but twelve brown teardrop-shaped crystals that clinked together when she moved.

Arthur returned. “Bertha what are you doing down here? I told you to stay upstairs.”

“Well, I thought you might need a hand.” When Bertha closed the door, Josie could see why she hadn’t noticed it before. It blended in seamlessly with the wood panelling. “What was all that commotion outside?”

“Nothing, my dear, nothing at all.” He pulled open the door again and ushered her back up the stairs. “Off to bed with you now. You know you shouldn’t be up and about.” Bertha did as she was told without question. “Sorry about that. She gets a bit confused.”

“Who is she?” Josie asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

“Bertha is my sister.” Josie looked at him in shock, positive only the elder’s crystal granted full immortality. Her nan had joked with her grandad last year about borrowing his crystal to keep herself young.

“But that would mean that she’s as old as you are.” Josie couldn’t work it out.

“She’s five years older than me actually.” Arthur sighed. “You mustn’t mention her to anyone as only Filan and George know about her.” He looked at her in earnest. “She’s my only family, Josie. I’d be lost without her.”

Well that explained the question of Arthur’s family. “Why does she wear all the crystals?” Josie asked.

“Because one doesn’t have enough power anymore.” He sighed. “I never married or had children. When our parents died not only did I become Elder Shepherd but I had Bertha to look after as well. Gradually over the years she’s needed more and more crystals to keep her alive.” He shook his head. “She always ages a little while they’re charging, but I only have twelve. What’s going to happen when she needs thirteen?” Josie could hear the despair in his voice. “There’s only mine left.”

“Can’t Filan help?” Josie was sure Filan could fix anything, but Arthur shook his head.

“He can’t make any more crystals.” Josie was about to interrupt, knowing full well that Filan was forever making crystals, but Arthur continued, “Teardrops were made by the founding elves and no more can be created. We even tried some of George’s crystals, but they only work on Kirks not Shepherds. Something we hadn’t realised until recently.”

“I don’t know what to say?” And for once she really didn’t.

The next day Josie found herself once again with blonde hair and blue eyes and cheering on the children in the sports day alongside Filan, Hannah and Glider. Her grandad and Murphy were with the other elders judging cakes and jams while Asher was left on his own in Filan’s house.

After the last race had been concluded and the winners announced, it was time to hand out the prizes to the children. Instead of plastic medals, that would have been given out at Josie’s school, the first placed children received a small crystal on a chain awarded by Hattie Fraser who owned Hattie’s Watchmakers and Jewellers. Stunning leather-bound books were given to those in second place by Millie McComiskey from Millie’s Book Shop who also awarded beautiful quills for third place, and Mrs Periwinkle handed out her signature sugar mice to all the children.

Then came the much-anticipated best cake and best jam awards. Josie had soon discovered this was a very fiercely fought competition with almost fifty jams being entered for judging and nearly a hundred different cakes in all shapes and sizes. It still amazed Josie how everyone was able to bake and cook all these things without modern ovens, and being able to pop to the local shop for the ingredients, but as her nan and grandad had said last year, the world had survived perfectly well before modern-day inventions.

Josie recognised Kellie Meer who ran the local tea rooms. She was the head judge along with the four elders who were now assembled together on a makeshift stage in the middle of the village.

“The standard this year has been phenomenal,” Kellie announced with a slight Birmingham accent. “And as always the elders and I have had such a hard time picking the best ones.” She started gathering rosettes from the table on her left where a large gold trophy also stood. Various people came forward to collect their rosettes including the vicar’s wife, Sharon Dolman who claimed third place for her Victoria Sandwich, and Lorna and Gwen Rose coming joint second for their iced buns.

“And now it gives me great pleasure to announce the winner of Suncroft baker of the year.” Elder Adams had taken over the stage. His hair seemed longer and greasier than Josie remembered, his face looking as if it didn’t have any pleasure in it at all. He wasn’t even smiling when he spoke, and his voice was emotionless. “Mr and Mrs Tubbs.” He said this in such a monotone way that no one in the crowd moved or even spoke.

“The winner this year is of course Mr and Mrs Tubbs of Tubbs Bakery.” Josie watched as her grandad stood up and announced to the crowd in an excited voice. Everyone clapped and cheered as Mr and Mrs Tubbs weaved their way through to the front of the stage. Both were dressed in white cook’s clothes, an exact copy of each other, small and rotund of stature with jolly faces and chubby hands. They waddled in perfect unison up the steps where Elder Adams was now holding the trophy out to them.

He virtually shoved the trophy into Mr Tubbs’ hands, causing him to drop it and it fell onto the stage with a clatter, the lid rolling off in the opposite direction.

“What’s wrong with Elder Adams?” Josie whispered to Hannah.

“He’s just annoyed that his wife hasn’t won anything yet again,” Hannah whispered back. “Every year she enters blackberry jam, strawberry jam, gooseberry jam and blackcurrant jelly and every year she comes in last.” Hannah nodded her head in the direction of an extremely thin middle-aged woman standing on the side of the crowd. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun at the back of her head and her tiny eyes were hidden slightly behind half-moon glasses. “That’s Mrs Adams there. Sour faced like her jams.”

“Is that Ainsley Adams?” Josie noticed a small boy standing next to Mrs Adams. He looked sulky and proud, like he was better than everyone. “But his hair isn’t red like mine?” Elder Adams was convinced his son was the Chosen One as written in the prophecy, yet Josie thought the colour of his hair looked rather odd. “The Chosen One shall be born with sun in their hair.” Josie recited the prophecy she knew by heart. “His hair looks kind of blond, certainly not red.”

“Try telling Elder Adams that,” Hannah said sarcastically.

Josie and Hannah looked back towards the stage. There was much commotion as all four elders and Mr and Mrs Tubbs were somehow managing to kick the gold lid around the stage. The trophy lay on its side almost forgotten until a child’s voice came from the crowd.

“There’s something in the cup.” Silence and stillness fell as everyone looked towards the cup, and there peeking out of the edge was a scroll, neatly tied with a purple ribbon.


NOW YOU DON’T

Luckily, Elder Rose was closest to the cup and he scooped up the scroll, placing it inside his dark red tunic in the blink of an eye. The silence in the crowd changed to murmurs and whispers as all four elders hurried away followed by Filan. Josie went to go after them, but Hannah put a hand out to stop her.

“It’s not your place,” she hissed gently, pulling her in the opposite direction.

“Of course it’s my place.” Josie stood her ground. “I’m the Chosen One.”

“Not yet, you’re not.” Josie knew Hannah was right and allowed herself to be led away. At this moment in time, Josie was just a visitor, no more important than anyone else, and if she was seen following the elders into what was obviously about to be a very important meeting, then it was going to look ever so slightly suspicious.

Asher greeted them as soon as they walked through the door of Filan’s house, his thoughts immediately filling Josie’s head in his excitement before he calmed himself down and her mind went quiet.

“So that’s the first riddle then,” Josie said to Hannah as they sipped hot chocolate a few minutes later at the kitchen table.

“Looks like it.” She blew on her cup slightly. “The first clue was tied with a purple ribbon.”

“I wonder what it says.” Josie couldn’t help feeling excited. Although it was all a little frightening, it was thrilling at the same time. “Will they have gone to The Hall of Crofters?”

“I should think so,” Hannah replied offhandedly before eyeing Josie with suspicion. “Why?”

“Can’t I go and watch like I did last year?” She had already put down her cup and stood.

“Not without Glider,” Hannah said, and Josie sat back down with a thump.

“I could take Asher.” At his name, the husky came straight to the table and rested his nose on the surface, his green eyes looking expectantly at Hannah.

“Asher doesn’t know the tunnels yet.” She ruffled the fur between his ears as if she knew he would be disappointed. He sighed and flopped down heavily at Josie’s feet. “And we don’t want another incident like last year with you going missing.”

Josie remembered it well. She’d been sure she had gone exactly the same way back and made the correct swish to open the door but somehow she got lost in the mass of tunnels under Suncroft.

“But Glider was with me that time,” Josie protested.

“Exactly.” This wasn’t the answer Josie had wanted. “Imagine if you hadn’t had Glider with you? We could still be searching for you now.”

Josie put her head in her hands.

“You’ve just got to wait, I’m afraid.”

“What if I took Lady?” The idea hit Josie suddenly. All the Protectors would be with their elders in the hall along with Glider and Filan, but Lady would surely be at home.

“Lady?” Hannah raised her eyebrows. “Why would you take Lady?”

“Because she…”

“Don’t say anymore, Josie.” Asher’s cockney accent interrupted her thoughts. “No one else must know yet.”

“Because she?” Hannah said, raising an eyebrow in question.

“Because … well … you know….” What could she say? “Lady is Glider and Murphy’s mum, so surely she’d be able to look after me.”

“What a strange thing to say.” Hannah’s frown deepened. “Just because she’s Glider and Murphy’s mum doesn’t mean she could protect you, and it certainly doesn’t mean she knows the tunnels.”

“It was just an idea.” How wrong Hannah is, Josie thought to herself. From what Lady had said, and how she had acted, Josie would have no hesitation in taking her anywhere.

Silence descended between them and all that could be heard was the chiming of the Grandfather clock that stood in the hallway, and the deep, even snoring of Asher who was currently lying upside down on the kitchen floor.

“Do you want another drink?” Hannah asked, moving towards the stove.

“No thank you.” Josie eyed the line of used hot chocolate cups. “How much longer?” She didn’t know if she could sit still anymore.

Asher shot up and howled suddenly, startling the pair of them. He dashed off to the front door, returning seconds later with Glider and Murphy followed by Filan and George after they had deposited their cloaks by the door. It was gone midnight and the two men looked tired. Hannah was busy making tea and toast for the new arrivals, and Josie was almost jumping up and down in her seat.

“Well, what did you make of that, George?” Filan sat down at the table opposite Josie as her grandad sat down next to her.

“I just don’t know, Filan.” He sighed. “I was hoping this riddle would give us more of a clue but it’s as cryptic as the first, and if anything seems to be somewhat threatening.”

“That’s the feeling we all got.” Filan was deep in thought. “That second line chilled me to the bone.”

“Oh, for goodness sake.” Josie hadn’t meant to shout but she couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “I’m sorry,” she said at the shocked look on everyone’s faces. “It’s just Hannah and I have been sitting here for hours waiting and waiting and we just want to know what the riddle says.”

“Well of course you do.” Grandad hugged her. “What were we thinking?”

“Shall I read it out?” Filan asked, taking out the scroll and unravelling it. “We’ve only got this for tonight so we’ll need to make a copy.”

“Fetch a quill and ink, would you please, Hannah?” Grandad said.

Hannah was gone in a flash, returning with a long white quill and an ornate silver pot. Josie was tapping her feet with impatience.

“Will you write it down, George?” Filan asked. “Your handwriting is fair neater than mine.”

Josie had to sit on her hands to stop herself from snatching the scroll and reading it herself. Surely they didn’t mean to stall so long.

“Of course I will. Let me fetch my glasses from my cloak.” Josie groaned as she watched her grandad get up and walk to the hall before coming back a few minutes later empty handed. “I was sure they were in the pocket.” He patted his tunic. “Silly me, they were here all the time.”

Josie almost screamed in frustration.

It seemed an eternity before her grandad was ready. Why the riddle had to be copied this very second, Josie didn’t know.

“Are we ready?” Filan paused for what felt like an hour. He held the scroll up high for dramatic effect. “Now you see me, now you don’t. You try to stop me, but you won’t. Flying fast or dragging slow. But always, always on the go.” He flattened the scroll out in front of George to allow him to keep copying.

“Well, what on earth does that mean?” Hannah raised her hands in despair. “How can something go fast, slow and always move?” She shook her head.

“It’s not that bit we’re worrying about.”

Josie looked at Filan, who seemed preoccupied.

“I don’t understand,” Hannah said, obviously as confused as Josie. “Surely that’s the bit we need to solve?”

“It’s the second line that’s got us all worried. You try to stop me, but you won’t.” Filan repeated the line. Maybe it was the way he said it, or his Irish accent, but somehow the words seemed threatening.

“It’s like he’s taunting us,” Josie said. “Like he knows we want to find him and stop him but he’s so sure we won’t.”

“Exactly,” Filan said sadly. “And that’s what makes him dangerous.”


I’VE GOT IT

Josie awoke tired and anxious. She’d hardly slept and when she finally drifted off, her dreams had been filled with images of the Velvet Knight standing over her as she lay helpless on the floor. Even Asher seemed to be having restless dreams as he whimpered and kicked his legs out in his sleep. Josie stroked his head gently, and this seemed to soothe him. She left him sleeping on the bed and headed into the bathroom.

The water from the jug was ice cold, just what Josie needed as she splashed it on her face to wake herself up, then it was warm as she poured it into the large porcelain bowl and dipped a cloth in to wash her face. She loved Filan’s magic.

Feeling a little refreshed she went over to the window and drew back the curtains. As usual, the moon was high in the sky, but Josie could tell this was the false moon. It lacked the depth and presence of the real moon, just like a picture drawn on the night sky. Josie knew the spell had been cast to reassure the people of Suncroft, though she didn’t know who’d cast it. She presumed Filan, as he seemed to do all the magic around the village, but it could have been the Dream Maker.

She stared into the courtyard garden at the back of Filan’s house. The three-tiered fountain was no longer frozen over, as it had been last year, and now she could see the beautiful design of its stonework as the water trickled gently over the sides. It looked familiar, and after racking her brain for a few minutes, she was sure it was an exact replica of the fountain in The Secret Garden behind her nan’s cottage.

After hearing footsteps and whispers from outside her bedroom door, she grabbed the dressing gown and pushed her feet into the slippers by the bed. Asher murmured a little but didn’t move, so she opened the door quietly and headed down the stairs and into the kitchen where she knew everyone else would be.

Her grandad and Hannah looked as tired as she felt, and Glider and Murphy seemed to be having a hard time keeping their eyes open. Filan, on the other hand, looked wide awake, busy preparing breakfast as the other three sat at the table like drooping flowers.

“I’ve solved it,” he said, placing a rack of hot buttered toast in the middle of the table, followed by a tea pot with a pom-pom bobble tea cosy to keep it warm. Josie wondered if her nan had knitted it as it looked like the one back at Waterfall Cottage.

“What do you mean you’ve solved it?” Her grandad stifled a yawn as he spoke.

“The riddle.” Filan’s voice was as excited as a child on Christmas morning. “I know what it means.” Whistling softly, he started placing eggs into a heavy pan of boiling water.

“And?” Josie didn’t know if it was being tired or just Filan’s lack of information, but she sounded tetchy.

“It’s obvious.” He carried on whistling, bustling about the kitchen.

Josie looked at Hannah who shrugged her shoulders, then looked to her grandad who shook his head. The three of them watched him fish each egg out, place it carefully into an egg cup before placing a mini version of the tea cosy on three of them, complete with a tiny pom-pom. He then placed an egg cup and tea spoon in front of each of them before sitting down next to Josie with his own egg, slicing the top off the egg to reveal the yellow yolk inside. “It’s time.” Filan dipped a piece of toast into the egg and it oozed down the sides.

“Seeing as we’re not going to get a straight answer out of you.” Hannah took the hat of her egg and tapped the shell. “It’s time to eat, everyone.”

Her grandad followed suit.

“No, it’s not time to eat.” Josie put down her spoon at Filan’s words. “Well, it is, but…?”

Her grandad almost slammed the table in frustration. “Filan, you’re not making any sense whatsoever.”

“The answer to the riddle.” Filan dunked more toast. “Flying fast or dragging slow but always on the go.” He repeated part of the riddle to three blank, and not particularly amused, faces. “It’s time.”

“You’ve already said that but what’s the answer to the rid—

“Oh!” Light dawned in Josie’s brain at the exact moment it did for Hannah and her grandad.

“The answer to the riddle is time,” Hannah said.

“That’s what I said, wasn’t it?” Filan looked bemused as the others laughed, the tension that had built up instantly dispersing.

“How didn’t we see it?” Josie couldn’t believe she hadn’t guessed it when it was so obvious.

“I don’t mean to burst anyone’s bubble.” Her grandad spoke quietly. “But we still don’t know where the next clue will be.” He paused. “I mean, it’s not like you can hide a clue in time.”

The despondent air returned and everyone ate their eggs half-heartedly and in complete silence. Seven chimes rang out from the hallway.

“I’ve got it!” Josie stood up in her seat. “It’s a clock!”


A SECRET VISITOR

The ecstatic feeling of solving the first riddle soon evaporated as after two days they were no nearer to finding the second one. They had checked all the clocks in the village as inconspicuously as possible, which proved to be quite difficult as everywhere the elders and Filan went they were followed by interested villagers asking about the clue. In the end, it was Josie and Hannah who did most of the checking.

They sneaked around the village looking at the clock in the village centre, ones on walls, and had even climbed the steeple of the church, all to no avail. On Thursday, Josie was pouring over the elf map she had studied last year while looking for the Teardrops of Summer. The map showed all the tunnels hidden under Suncroft as well as all the buildings.

Her grandad walked into the little study that had unofficially become Velvet Knight HQ. “How’s it going? You’ve been locked away in here for hours.”

Josie looked at her grandad’s worried face. “I just don’t know where else to look.” She flopped down into the worn leather chair. “Hannah and I have searched all the village clocks. There’s nothing on the maps, and we can’t go into the houses, so we’ve got nothing.”

Her grandad smiled. “Something will turn up.”

“How can you be so sure?” She didn’t share his confidence.

“When you’ve been alive nearly a hundred years, you get a feel for things.”

Josie had forgotten he was almost a century old. Officially, he was seventy, the age he had been when he’d fallen ill in Josie’s world, but the crystal had cured him of his cancer and now rendered him virtually immortal.

“What’s it like?” Josie had never asked him.

“What’s what like?” He raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“Being old? Wearing the crystal? Being an elder?” Josie suddenly wanted to know everything.

“I don’t feel any different to how I felt at your age.” He sat down in the chair opposite her. “It’s always a bit of a shock when I look in the mirror and see grey hair and wrinkles staring back at me.”

“And do you like living in Suncroft? Don’t you miss all the family?”

“I was dying in your world, Josie. Six weeks they gave me.” He sighed. “I miss my children and grandchildren terribly. I miss never knowing my great grandchildren, but living here and being an elder has meant I’ve got to know one of them at least.” He leant over the desk and squeezed her hand. “And I miss your nan, of course.”

“Why doesn’t she live here with you?” Josie asked. “The other elders have their families with them.”

“How could we explain it?” He shrugged. “We were only able to fake my death because of the distance we lived away and that your nan was there to make all the arrangements. How could we do that now? She can’t just disappear.”

“Any luck?” Filan popped his head round the door and Josie just shook her head. “Well, never mind, something will turn up.” He sounded as confident as her grandad. “The Dream Maker has called an urgent meeting and we are to be at the hall in thirty minutes.”

“Can I come?”

Her grandad and Filan looked at her as if she’d asked for the moon.

“I don’t mean in the hall.” She laughed nervously. “Just in the tunnel, like last year.”

“Absolutely not.” Her grandad shook his head.

“But Glider can come with me,” she begged.

“Glider was with you last time and looked what happened then.”

Josie couldn’t believe she was having the same conversation she’d had with Hannah just a few days ago.

“I think it’s a good idea.”

Josie looked at Filan in shock.

Her grandad stood up and stared at Filan. “You’re not serious. What if she ends up with the Velvet Knight?” Josie hadn’t even considered that option and wished now that she hadn’t asked.

“We’ll go and fetch her after the meeting,” Filan said. “She can sit and wait with Glider till you or I get there.”

“I’m not sure.”

Josie could tell her grandad was fretting, “I’ll be fine,” she said with a confidence she no longer felt.

“Hannah, fetch Glider’s collar, will you,” Filan called into the hallway. “Josie’s off on a little adventure.”

The trip through the tunnels was uneventful. Glider already had his special collar on that masked his smell from the others and, as before, he stayed close to Josie’s side as they walked through the dark tunnels with just the flickering light of a small candle to guide them.

A light glowing from ahead stopped Josie in her tracks and she blew out the candle quickly. The meeting had already begun by the time she reached the very end of the tunnel and she peered through the little holes. Like last time, all the elders were seated around the table, their Protectors seated behind them. But unlike last time, her grandad was there seated on Filan’s left with Murphy at his feet. Asher had been left behind with Hannah, a fact he was not happy about judging by the comments that had come into Josie’s head as they all left Filan’s house earlier.

The Dream Maker, resplendent in her usual attire of ice blue, sat regally in the almost throne-like chair, her black hawk perched on the back. She was silent as Elder Adams talked about his son once again.

“We have far more important things to discuss than your son.” Filan stood up and bashed his fist on the table. “There’s a hooded madman roaming around the village. We don’t know who he is or what his intentions are, yet once again here we are talking about your son.” He sat back down amongst murmurs of agreement from the others.

“We have found his Protector.” A smug smile spread across Elder Adams’ face as everyone else fell silent. Only the Dream Maker seemed unsurprised by the news. “He is just a puppy but has all the markings stated by the prophecy.”

Josie remembered the prophecy. An eight-year-old girl named Victoria had had an accident, and while concussed she’d spoken of the Chosen One and how their Protector would have red hair and green eyes just like Asher did. This prophecy had been heard by the Dream Maker and had become the hope of Suncroft.

“Ainsley!” The Dream Maker stood and called into the darkness. Almost instantly the boy Josie had seen at the awards ceremony came forward and walked towards the table. She didn’t know if it was the light, but Josie thought his hair seemed a different colour today, definitely red, not the blond it had appeared to be before. In his arms he carried a small bundle of red fluff.

“This is Sabre.” Ainsley spoke with a conceited air, just like his father.

“You mean…?” Filan trailed off.

“They are already linked.” Elder Adams went and stood behind his son, placing a proud hand on his shoulder.

“At twelve!” Filan shrieked. He strode over to Ainsley and took the fluff from his hands. A small brown nose appeared along with a long pink tongue that licked Filan’s nose. Holding him up to the candle light, Filan examined the puppy closely. It was clear to see that he was indeed red; in fact, he was red all over, unlike Asher who was mixed with cream.

“Preposterous!” Elder Rose stood up.

“Absolutely absurd.” Arthur stood up next.

“And you expect us to believe this?” Her grandad stood up and walked over to examine the puppy in Filan’s hands.

“Are you accusing my son of lying, George?” Elder Adams’ face was turning a deep shade of red as he tried to control his anger. “Say what you like about me, but I will not have you talk about my son that way.”

“I’m sorry, Isaac, I didn’t mean to offend you or your son.” Her grandad bowed slightly. “It’s just he is very young.”

“May I remind you that Arthur was only eleven when he linked with his first Protector?” the Dream Maker interrupted. “Baron, I believe his name was?”

“A fine Protector he was,” Arthur agreed.

“But totally different circumstances, my Lady,” Filan replied.

“As is this.” The Dream Maker raised a hand to silence Filan’s further comments. “So it seems we have at last found our Chosen One. Let it be known to all that Ainsley Adams, son of Elder Adams, is the Chosen One, and that on this day he has linked with his Protector, Sabre.”

Filan handed Sabre back to Ainsley and bowed to him, as did Elder Shepherd and Elder Rose. Josie watched as her grandad did the same, but she knew he was forcing himself. She sat behind the wall in total disbelief at what had just occurred. She knew she was the Chosen One, yet Elder Adams and Ainsley had stood there and blatantly lied to everyone, as they would continue to do with the rest of the village once the news spread.

Elder Adams and his son were still in the hall long after the others had left. Sabre was trying to get Elder Adams’ Protector Diablo to play, but the larger husky was having none of it. The little puppy danced around him pouncing on him now and again, but Diablo could not be persuaded to play and didn’t even flinch when Sabre jumped on his head and started chewing on his ear.

“What’s taking so long?” Josie could hear the impatience in Elder Adams voice. “Finally.” The sound of footsteps caught her attention, and she stifled a gasp of shock as a hooded figure appeared. She was so wrapped up in the scene unfolding before her that she didn’t hear Filan behind her and screamed when he placed a hand on her shoulder.

“The Velvet Knight,” she whispered, pointing to the room which Filan had been in just a while ago. “He’s in there with Elder Adams and Ainsley.”

“What!” Filan stared through the holes but the room was now in darkness and its previous occupants had vanished.


RIGHT UNDER OUR NOSES

“Are you sure it was the Velvet Knight?” Josie’s grandad asked her for what felt like the hundredth time. They were back at Filan’s house after the meeting and discussing all the events and recent discoveries. “After all, you haven’t actually seen him before.”

“Well, who else could it have been?” Josie was positive in her assumption. “How many hooded figures do we have roaming around Suncroft these days?” She couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice.

“No need for attitude, Josie.” Grandad gave her a look reminiscent of the ones her mum used and she immediately felt contrite.

Filan interrupted, “We live in darkness, permanently locked in winter. There are plenty of people who wear hoods. It could have been anyone.”

“It’s just a feeling.” Josie didn’t know why but she was sure the hooded figure was up to no good. “Why else would they be meeting Elder Adams in secret?”

“She’s got a point, Filan.” Grandad agreed. “And let’s get back to that farce with Ainsley and Sabre.”

“There’s so many things not right about the whole thing.” Filan stood up and started pacing around the room.

“Like what?” Hannah asked.

“Well, for starters, there’s something about Sabre that just doesn’t feel right,” Filan replied. “And I don’t believe for a second that Ainsley has connected with him.”

“But why would they lie?” The look of disbelief on Filan, Hannah and her grandad’s faces were enough for Josie to wish she hadn’t even asked. “Okay, silly question.”

Hannah whistled under her breath. “So you’re saying Elder Adams is outright lying and making things up so everyone believes that Ainsley is the Chosen One? I never liked him. He’s always been sly and underhanded, but this is a step too far even for him. I mean, what does he think will happen when Ainsley faces The Trial of Ages?”

Josie gulped. She was fast approaching sixteen, and so far no one knew anything about this trial, not even where and when it would take place.

“He’s got a few years yet to think about it,” Filan said, ignoring the fact that Josie now had less than a year to face the trial.

“Well, the Dream Maker seems to believe it all,” Josie said in disgust. “She was completely taken in by it.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Filan said. “She’s the cleverest woman I know by far, and trust me, she can see exactly what we can see, and probably more.”

They sat there for what felt like ages, the clock in the hall chiming the hours away. A knock at the door caused the four of them to look at each other in surprise.

“Who can that be?” Hannah asked, as if they never had visitors.

With Glider at his side, Filan headed off to the door, arriving back with a letter a few moments later.

“For you.” He held the envelope out to Josie who eyed it suspiciously.

“Me?” She took it hesitantly. “Who would be writing to me?” The envelope felt crisp and was slightly yellow unlike the soft white paper she was used to at home. Her name was written in full in elegant black script and was sealed with red wax like they used to do in olden times. Josie pulled it apart gently. She discovered the envelope was actually the letter, and she unfolded the four corners to reveal the same elegant black writing inside.

“Dear Josie,” she read out aloud. “It would give me the greatest pleasure if you would dine with me tomorrow evening. I will send my carriage for you at eight o’clock. Yours, Althaea.”

Althaea was the Dream Maker’s real name, but Josie had only ever heard Arthur refer to her in this manner.

“I wasn’t expecting that.” Filan sat back down in his chair with a thud. “Have you ever been asked to dine with the Dream Maker, George?”

Her grandad shook his head.

“Hannah?”

She shook hers with force. “I believe I can recall one instance, many years ago, but it was here in this house.”

“And the use of her name rather than her title.” Josie’s grandad couldn’t hide the distrust in his voice. “She never does that, never.”

“I don’t understand.” Josie was completely lost. “Why would she want to have dinner with me? Do you think she knows?”

Filan shrugged. “There’s only one way to find out.”

“You’re not suggesting she actually goes?” her grandad said, visibly shocked.

“Of course she must go.” Filan was adamant. “She can’t refuse. No one refuses the Dream Maker.”

“But—?” her grandad stammered.

“No buts, George,” Filan said, cutting him off. “She has to go, and that’s final.”

“Do I get a say in this?” Josie already knew the answer but thought she’d ask anyway.

“I’m afraid not, Josie.” Filan looked at her intently. “You must go and discover what she wants.”

Josie spent the next day completely on edge. She had butterflies in her stomach and the worst feeling of trepidation ever. She hadn’t slept which meant the day dragged. Everyone else in the house was on edge, including the three huskies that couldn’t seem to settle, pacing continuously from room to room.

They were all seated in the kitchen, Filan, George and Hannah picking at their dinner when a sudden gust of wind blew through the house.

“What on earth was that?” Hannah shivered as another gust blew in, this time accompanied by snowflakes. “Is the door open?”

The four of them hurried into the hallway to find the heavy oak door was indeed wide open with the wind blowing newly fallen snow into the house and spiralling up the staircase. The flakes were so soft and light that they appeared to dance on the wind.

“How did that happen?” Filan pushed the door closed against the wind and any remaining snowflakes fell instantly to the floor, melting in seconds. “We’ve had stronger gusts than that and the door has never blown open before.”

“Perhaps I didn’t close it properly when I came in,” Hannah apologised.

“Perhaps.” Filan didn’t sound convinced. Looking preoccupied, he looked at the Grandfather clock. “Five to seven, Josie, you’d best start getting ready.”

The knot in Josie’s stomach tightened and she slid down the wood panelling into a crumpled heap on the floor. “Please don’t make me go,” she pleaded.

“You have to, Josie.” Her grandad knelt before her. “Filan’s right, we need to know what’s going on.”

“When the clock strikes seven, I want you to pick yourself up and head up those stairs,” Filan said.

Josie knew Filan was trying to make her feel better, so she held her head high and stared at the clock, determined to move as soon as the first chime rang out.

“Is it just me or has the clock stopped working?” Josie was sure the hands hadn’t moved. “It must have been more than five minutes now and not even the minute hand has ticked.” She’d been staring at the clock, waiting for the hands to move, but nothing was happening.

“You’re right, Josie.” Her grandad pulled out a fob watch and examined it closely. “It’s ten past seven.”

“So why has the clock stopped?” Hannah asked, but Filan had already opened the front of the case.

“I think you’ll find this is why.” He pulled out a scroll neatly wrapped with a purple ribbon. “Very clever,” he muttered. “Right under our noses.”


WISH ME LUCK

“What do you mean, you’re not going to open it?” Josie held back the urge to stamp her feet like a toddler.

“You have to get dressed for dinner, and if I open this now nothing will get done.” Filan slipped the scroll into his pocket. “Now upstairs with you. Hannah has found the perfect dress, and you need to put your hair up.”

“I’m not going to a ball, you know. It’s just dinner.” But Josie knew that wasn’t the case. It wasn’t just dinner. She had the feeling it was far more important than that.

“It’s not just dinner and you know it.” Filan had seen straight through her.

“How can you not open it?” Josie was on tenterhooks. “Don’t you want to know what it says? It’s the second clue!”

“And it will still be the second clue when we read it in the morning.” Filan walked down the hall, putting an end to the conversation.

“In the morning!” Josie followed him. “How can you leave it till the morning? What if there’s something urgent in it?”

“I shouldn’t think the Velvet Knight meant for us to find this straight away.” Filan turned back to look at the clock. “You don’t suppose he’s still in the house, do you?” Suddenly everyone looked fearful.

“Surely not.” Hannah looked around her. “The dogs would have picked up his scent, wouldn’t they?”

“Of course they would.” Josie looked at Asher who nodded at her, his tongue lolling out of one side.

“Murphy assures me that no one is in the house.” Her grandad patted the big husky’s head. “But just to be sure, the three of them will make a thorough search.” Murphy, Glider and Asher padded softly up the stairs. “Now then, Josie, it’s time for you to move as well. You’re already running late, and it won’t do for the Dream Maker to be kept waiting.”

“But, Grandad!” Josie thought she sounded about three years old. “Yes, Grandad.” She trudged unwillingly up the stairs, followed by Hannah.

Forty minutes later, as the clock chimed eight, a rather flushed-looking Josie descended the stairs. Dressed in a plain brown version of her church clothes, she felt like a child. She was fifteen now. Why couldn’t she wear something more grown up? The dress was fitted at the waist and flared out, the skirt sitting halfway down her shin. Long sleeves with lace cuffs hampered her movements, and the tight lace collar threatened to choke her. The only thing she liked about the outfit was the black ankle boots.

Josie pulled at the lace around her neck. “I can’t breathe.”

“Nonsense.” Her grandad slapped her hand away gently. “Stop fussing.”

“You know what to do?” Filan asked.

“Not to speak unless spoken to,” Josie recited. “Bow when I first meet her. Be polite at all times, and not give anything away.”

“Perfect.” Filan helped her on with her cloak. “The snow is coming down something fierce out there so let’s get you wrapped up, shall we.” He pulled the edges of the thick cloak together.

“It’s here.” Hannah, who had been watching out of the room at the front of the house, came rushing into the hallway.

Josie suddenly felt sick. “Can’t I take Glider or Murphy with me?”

Filan shook his head. “Just you, I’m afraid.” He opened the door, and they all shivered as a blast of ice-cold air hit them.

“Wish me luck.” Josie put on her best smile and stepped out into the snow. It was already a few inches deep, and it crunched under her feet. Parked right in front of her was an ornate gold carriage. In each corner was a golden lantern with a candle burning brightly. At the front were four pairs of black huskies with a larger one on its own in the lead position. They were standing stock still, panting slightly after their recent exertion, but all were staring steadily ahead.

The door to the carriage swung open as Josie neared, and she jumped back in shock, looking over her shoulder towards the house.

Hannah and Filan were smiling reassuringly at her, and her grandad blew her a kiss. Taking a deep breath, she stepped inside. Because the carriage was on wooden runners rather than wheels, like a horse drawn carriage would be, she had to step down rather than up and bumped her head on the top of the door frame.

As soon as she was seated, the door slammed shut, and the carriage moved forward with a powerful lurch before settling into a smooth ride.

The inside of the carriage was as beautiful as the outside. There was a plush red velvet seat on one side with another lantern hanging in the middle. Josie watched it sway slightly to the rhythm of the huskies. It was overly warm, so she undid her cloak a little, marvelling at the intricate carvings that decorated the sides and ceiling.

From the outside, the carriage appeared to be windowless, but from her vantage point, Josie could see Suncroft, people bowing as she passed by, believing the Dream Maker to be inside.

After a few minutes the landscape changed and all she could see were snow-covered trees. There were no houses, no people, and even in the heat of the carriage, she shivered, pulling her cloak back around her like a safety blanket.

Josie didn’t have a clue where she was. She’d never been outside the main village, but took comfort from the fact that at least everyone back at Filan’s would know where she was if anything were to happen.

The carriage started slowing down and Josie wondered if they had reached their destination. She leaned forward to look out only to see darkness all around her. A clanking and scraping noise made her look upwards and she could just make out the outline of a heavy iron portcullis lifting slowly to allow the huskies and carriage underneath. As soon as they had passed through, the portcullis slammed back down with an ominous thud. Josie’s eye widened with fear, all her senses heightened and alert.

Still, she could see nothing as the huskies slowed. Josie realised that they were now on a bridge. Thinking they were crossing a river, she looked down, only to wish she hadn’t because underneath was nothing but jagged rocks.

Keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the inside of the carriage, she sighed in relief when she felt the carriage back on solid ground. Risking another peek outside, she shivered as the unrelenting darkness was suddenly punctured by bright blasts of light. There was no one around, yet as the carriage continued along, lanterns suddenly burst into flame, lighting their way and then extinguishing behind them as soon as they were past.

Josie could see that they were now on some kind of drive, the lanterns lighting just a few metres ahead. The ghostly silhouette of a tall building came into view and the huskies skidded to a stop. Josie shielded her eyes as hundreds of lights blinded at her from every direction.

The door to the carriage opened automatically and Josie blinked rapidly, her eyes trying to adjust to the sudden light. As she stepped outside, she didn’t even take in her surroundings; she just stared straight ahead. The Dream Maker appeared as if from nowhere and seemed to float towards her on the snow, her black cloak billowing in the wind and her hand outstretched in what Josie hoped was a friendly gesture.

“There you are, Josie. I’ve been so looking forward to having you for dinner.” As the Dream Maker’s blood-red lips turned upward slightly in each corner, Josie wasn’t entirely sure she didn’t mean it literally.


DINNER DATE

Josie took the very tip of the Dream Maker’s hand and bowed deeply, remembering the first time she’d met her last year and the Dream Maker’s reaction when Josie shook her hand instead. The four gold rings she wore looked heavy on her thin fingers, each one having a jewel in the four colours of the elders.

“We’d best go inside before this snow gets any heavier.” The Dream Maker turned quickly and walked effortlessly through the now quite deep snow. She left no footprints and Josie just stood staring after her, her mouth agape.

As the Dream Maker disappeared behind a beautiful ivory arched doorway, Josie’s eyes travelled upwards to take in her house, although tower was a much better description. Like a castle turret but without the castle. Through the heavy snow, Josie could just see the pointed slate roof about five stories high. The tower itself was quite wide, giving it a squat appearance, and like the doorway, each window was an ivory arch currently covered with ivory shutters, a small teardrop shape carved into each one.

But the most unusual thing about the Dream Maker’s tower was its colour. No drab grey or brown here, just a beautiful ice blue that seemed to sparkle and shine through the falling snowflakes.

“Excuse me, Miss,” a gruff voice said from behind Josie, making her jump. She turned to find an overly tall, extremely large man with a great bushy beard standing next to the carriage. He wore a long thick coat trimmed with fur, and on his head was a type of Deerstalker hat with long fur-covered flaps over his ears. “Need to get the dogs in.”

Josie watched as he unhooked the huskies individually, and as each one became free, it trotted off around the back of the tower, all except the lead husky.

“Come on now, Angel,” he said, “get yourself off with the others.”

Josie was a little taken aback by the dog’s name. Had she heard this man correctly? Had he called this massive mountain of black fur with piercing red eyes Angel?

“Yes, he did,” a deep voice said inside Josie’s head, and she knew instantly that it was the voice of the husky. She looked at him and he looked at her. Josie pulled her shoulders up, trying to make herself look taller as the husky walked towards her. She thought he was going to stop right in front of her but instead he veered off at the very last second and headed off the way the others had gone. “But then again, wasn’t Lucifer an angel?” And with what looked like a sneer on his face, he disappeared.

Realising she was now completely alone—as the man had disappeared as suddenly as he had come—Josie rushed towards the tower. This wasn’t an easy task as the snow seemed to be getting deeper by the second and she tripped, landing with a splat just before she reached the door.

“Oh, my poor dear,” a soft voice said, and then a steady hand helped her to her feet. Josie stared into what was possibly the kindest face she’d ever seen. Blue eyes twinkled in a plump face, and blonde hair was tucked neatly into an old-fashioned mop cap. “You must be soaking wet. Let’s take this cloak off and get you warmed by the fire.” She helped Josie shrug off her cloak before introducing herself. “I’m Mrs Simpson and you’ve just met my husband.” She smiled a huge, friendly smile.

“Simpson?” Josie knew that name well. “Are you related to Vi and Reg?”

Mrs Simpson nodded. “We are indeed.”

“Dawson?” The voice of the Dream Maker boomed through the doorway. “Stop dawdling and show our guest to the dining room.

“Yes, ma’am.” Mrs Simpson’s whole demeanour changed as she ushered Josie inside.

“Why does she call you Dawson?” Josie asked, confused.

“Because her first housekeeper was Dawson and so every single one since then has also been Dawson,” Mrs Simpson whispered. “My husband is Green, the cook Flowers, and the maid Brown.”

“But that’s just silly.” Josie couldn’t believe someone in this day and age could be like that, but then she remembered Suncroft was centuries behind her world.

They were now in the tower, its inside as perfectly circular as the outside. Candles were festooned and lit in every nook and cranny, and not one shadow existed. A wooden staircase, painted ivory, spiralled around the walls, as did the arched doorways. Josie could see a myriad of doors leading off the stairs at various levels all the way to the top. There even appeared to be a door in the ceiling. Strange.

“This way, my dear.” Mrs Simpson led her straight through double doors where an enormous table was laid out with the most delicious-looking food Josie had ever seen. Roasted joints of meat, boiled and mashed vegetables, and a huge gravy boat caused her stomach to rumble. She wondered who else was joining them for dinner.

“Do sit down, Josie.” The Dream Maker was already sitting at one end of the table, furthest away from Josie, but closest to the roaring fire. It was then Josie realised that there was only one other place setting on the Dream Maker’s left side, and she headed straight to it, wondering why on earth they’d prepared so much food for just two people. “Turkey? Beef? Pork?”

“Erm…?” Overwhelmed, Josie didn’t know what she wanted. As she sat down, the Dream Maker swished her hand and slices of meat flew to their plates followed by spoonfuls of vegetables, and then the gravy boat tipped steaming gravy delicately over their plates. Josie stared in amazement and awe. Though used to Filan’s elf magic by now, she found this far superior.

“It’ll get cold.” The Dream Maker’s voice pulled Josie out of her stupor and she realised that she must have been staring for five minutes as the Dream Maker’s plate was already half empty. “Have you never seen a roast dinner before?”

Josie picked up her knife and fork. The meat was so tender that it melted in her mouth, and the vegetables were perfectly cooked with just the smallest amount of crunch.

“You really are the quietest dinner guest I’ve ever had.”

Mrs Simpson came to clear away the main course and Josie realised that she hadn’t spoken a word. “I don’t really know what to say. I mean, why did you ask me here?”

“I like to get to know everyone in the village.” The Dream Maker leaned back in her chair and studied Josie. “Especially ones that only visit for a few weeks. So, is it your mother or father who has the connection to Hannah?”

“To Hannah?” Josie racked her brain.

“Your cousin, Hannah,” the Dream Maker prompted.

“Oh, yes, of course, my cousin, Hannah.” Josie had forgotten that last year Filan had introduced her as Hannah’s cousin. “It’s my mother.” At least this was a little bit true as it was her mother’s side that had the connection to Suncroft.

“And Filan?”

Josie didn’t know what she was meant to say and paused for a few seconds. “Yes, Uncle Filan.” If Hannah was her cousin, then Filan would be her uncle as well.

“Uncle Filan?” The Dream Maker leaned forward on the table, her chin resting lightly on her hand. “I didn’t realise Filan was your uncle. I thought you were from the other side of Hannah’s family.”

“Oh … er … well … I just call him that.” Josie berated herself in her head for being tripped up so easily.

“Excuse me, ma’am.” Mr Simpson said, his large frame almost filling the doorway.

“What is it, Green?” Josie could tell the Dream Maker was annoyed at being interrupted.

“I’ve had to put the dogs and the carriages away, ma’am.” He shuffled uneasily. “It’s the snow, you see, comin’ down something fierce.”

“Nonsense, man.” The Dream Maker stood up suddenly and shoved her chair back before storming out of the room. “The dogs can get through the snow.”

Josie followed her to the front door, but it was clear to see that not even the team of huskies could get through snow that was now almost halfway up the door. “Well then, Josie.” The Dream Maker turned to look at her, a slightly wicked twinkle in her eye. “It seems you’ll be staying a little longer.” The Dream Maker rubbed her hands together. “That gives us plenty of time to get to know each other.”

The door slammed shut and Josie shivered, but it wasn’t because of the cold.


DISCOVERIES

Josie awoke the next morning with a pounding headache, feeling completely disorientated. The room was unfamiliar to her. The walls were plain and bare, with just candle holders to break up the emptiness. The only furniture was the small bed that Josie now found herself in. All the candles had burned themselves out, leaving her in complete darkness.

It took her a few seconds to realise that she was still in the Dream Maker’s house and not safe and sound back at Filan’s. For what felt like the thousandth time, she tried again to connect with Asher’s thoughts, but just like all the other times there was no answer.

“It’s no use.”

Josie followed the sound of the voice to find Angel sitting upright at the side of the bed. She jumped slightly at the sight of his red eyes staring at her and pulled the covers tightly around her. “What isn’t?” she asked out loud, knowing full well he would hear her anyway.

“Trying to connect to your doggy pals.” He said this with a sly tone. “You’re sort of in a bubble here, shall we say.”

“A bubble?” Josie was confused. “What do you mean ‘a bubble’?”

“Open the curtains.”

Josie stepped out of bed onto the cold stone floor, skirting warily around Angel. She pulled back the thick heavy curtain to reveal a small window covered with wooden shutters, but as she had seen last night, the shutters had a small teardrop shape cut out of them and shining through was a blinding light.

“Is that the sun?” Josie squealed, opening the window and then unlatching the shutters. Bright warm sunshine flooded in. She could see the sun high in the sky above beautiful lush green mountains, but as she looked down the tower, she found only darkness, like an invisible barrier separating the two. Summer on one side and winter on the other, complete with falling snowflakes. “Where are we?”

“On the very edge of Suncroft.” Angel had come to stand beside her. In close proximity, Josie realised he was about the same size as Murphy and Glider, but his demeanour was the complete opposite. “The Dream Maker likes it here on the outskirts. She has her privacy and her protection spell.”

“Protection?” Josie looked at him. “What does she need protecting from?”

“Perhaps that was the wrong word.” Angel turned to walk towards the door. “It’s more, shall we say, to keep the world away.” He reached up to the door handle, pressed all his weight on it, and was gone as soon as it opened.

Josie sat on the bed, her mind racing. When was she getting out of here? If anything, the snow looked even higher than it had last night, and it was still going. Had the Dream Maker fulfilled her promise of contacting Filan last night? She said she would get a message to him, but how if the snow was so bad?

A strange few hours had followed dinner last night. After returning to the dining room to sample Mrs Simpson’s delicious array of steamed puddings with lashings of custard, Josie had basically been left on her own. The Dream Maker had wished her a good night after promising to tell Filan about her having to stay for the foreseeable future. Josie had watched her climb to the very top of the tower through the door in the ceiling.

Mrs Simpson came in and cleared away the table before showing Josie into a cosy little room two floors up. It had a huge chair that was so soft it seemed to envelop her when she sat in it. A small fire crackled and spat under a marble mantelpiece, and a small bookcase lined one of the walls. Josie had been more than a little surprised to find all the Harry Potter books on the shelf. Well-read books. There was a complete mixture ranging from old Bibles to Shakespeare, Dickens and Austen, right up to the modern day with J. K. Rowling and Suzanne Collins.

Having chosen her favourite Harry Potter, The Goblet of Fire, Josie spent the next few hours lost in the familiar world of Hogwarts only to be disturbed about midnight by the maid who introduced herself as Brown. She showed Josie to her bedroom on the top floor, which was in complete contrast to the luxurious decorations of the other rooms. There was no fire, not even a fireplace, and Josie had jumped into the bed, fully clothed, only pausing to take off her shoes.

“Breakfast is ready,” Brown called from the open doorway, bringing Josie out of her thoughts. She wished she could brush her teeth and wash her face but she couldn’t remember where the bathroom was. She knew there was a toilet downstairs somewhere, but behind which door?

Smoothing her hair and dress as best she could, Josie stepped onto the staircase and started to walk down. A noise behind her made her turn, and she found herself following the stairs back up instead of down. She reached the top of the staircase and heard the noise again, like a thudding sound coming from behind the door that the Dream Maker had gone through last night.

Josie reached for the handle and slowly pushed open the door before flinging it open. Shocked, she found herself standing in a semi-circular room, a solid wall of brick behind her where the door had been, the pointed roof of the tower above, but in front her was nothing, no window, no door just a large gap between the walls that looked out onto the mountains that lay behind the tower.

She discovered the thudding noise was coming from the gap itself, and she walked slowly towards it before jumping back in fright as a large wooden shutter blew in front of her before blowing back against the wall.

“Well, well, well.” The voice of the Dream Maker filled the room. “Aren’t we the nosey one?” Josie took a step back as the Dream Maker appeared in front of her, standing on what could only be described as thin air.


YOU’RE A WITCH

“You’re a witch!” Josie took a step back as the Dream Maker floated a little higher above the floor, her cloak billowing behind her in the wind and snow.

“How very observant of you, Josie.” She floated even further up.

“And you’ve got a broomstick,” Josie said, pointing. The Dream Maker was standing on a broomstick with the bushiest sticks and longest handle that Josie had ever seen.

“Again, very observant.” The Dream Maker stepped onto the floor and with a swish of her hand the broomstick flew to sit upright and proud on one side of the wall.

“And a cloak.” Josie had pointed out the obvious. The Dream Maker and everyone else in Suncroft wore cloaks. “And a hat.”

“Are we going to stand here all day and remark on my attire?” The Dream Maker dispensed of her cloak and hat on hooks beside the broomstick.

“But you’re a witch!” Josie repeated.

“Yes, yes, we’ve established that I’m a witch.” Josie went to speak again but the Dream Maker interrupted, “And I have a broomstick and a cloak and a hat. All very clichéd, I know, but the hat and cloak are more to keep out the cold. It’s especially freezing when you’re flying through the sky on a broomstick, you know.”

Josie started looking around the room.

“What are you doing?”

“Where’s your cat?” Josie felt sure that there must be a black cat roaming around the place.

“Cat?” The Dream Maker looked bemused.

“Surely you have a cat,” Josie said, continuing to search the floor and even the ceiling.

“Why would I have a cat?” The Dream Maker followed her gaze. “And if I did, why on earth would it be on the ceiling?”

“Because you’re a witch!” Josie said matter-of-factly. She didn’t feel quite so afraid of the Dream Maker anymore. “All witches have cats.”

“Do they indeed?” She clicked her fingers and instantly her black hawk flew into the room and perched itself gently on her hand. “Well, this witch doesn’t.”

Josie gulped at the sight of its piercing red eyes. “Does everyone know you’re a witch?” Josie followed the Dream Maker out of the room and down the stairs.

“We are full of questions this morning, aren’t we?” The Dream Maker stroked the hawk’s feathers as she walked, its eyes locked on Josie. “Surely Filan told you last year when you were here.”

“He did.” Josie remembered the conversation vividly. “But I didn’t think he actually meant you were a real witch.”

“Did you think he meant I was a pretend witch?” She laughed. “It’s no secret that I’m a witch, Josie. I always have been. That’s why I’m here.”

“What do you mean that’s why you’re here?” They had walked all the way down to the bottom of the stairs before the Dream Maker answered her.

“I am many things to many people, Josie.” They walked into the room they had eaten dinner in last night. The table was again laid beautifully though not as ornately as it had been for dinner. Dishes of bacon, sausages and eggs steamed away, and perfectly cooked toast sat in a long silver rack with curls of butter and pots of jam and marmalade. “To some, I am a healer, to others, a friend.” The Dream Maker sat down. “Many tell me their secrets which I guard with my life, while others fear me and keep their distance.” Mrs Simpson came in carrying a tray with a fine porcelain tea pot and two matching cups. “But to all, I am a Protector.” The Dream Maker said this quietly so only Josie could hear.

“Protector?” Josie waited till Mrs Simpson had left the room to question her further. “Like the huskies?”

The Dream Maker shot her a withering look.

“I didn’t mean—” Josie shrank back in her chair, feeling about five years old.

“No, Josie, not like the huskies.” She picked up her cup noisily and took an elegantly angry sip of tea. This seemed to calm her a little and after putting the cup back down, she spoke again, “Like my sister does with Shadowside, I protect Suncroft from the outside world. I keep it safe and hidden from prying eyes.”

“Well, I understand why Suncroft needs to remain hidden. I mean, stumbling across a village that lives in eternal darkness and never-ending winter would be a little shocking to normal people. But why does Shadowside need to be hidden? I thought it was just a normal village now?”

“A normal village?” The Dream Maker threw back her head and laughed deeply.

“But I saw it last year.” Josie was confused. “It looks like any other English country village.”

“You’ve been to Shadowside!”

Josie knew this wasn’t a question. “Well, only just sort of seen it from like the outskirts.” Josie didn’t know how else to explain.

“And how did you just sort of see it?” The Dream Maker’s whole demeanour had changed, and Josie was once again afraid.

“Erm … we just … I mean … I just….” She had no idea what to say. Did she mention the tunnels? Did she say she was with Filan? “I just came across it one day.”

“If you just came across it, you should know that it’s not just a normal village.”

Josie knew the Dream Maker didn’t believe her, but she didn’t know how much the Dream Maker knew about the tunnels under Suncroft.

“Like I said, I just saw it from afar.” Josie thought this was a good answer.

“Then how did you know it was Shadowside?”

Josie hadn’t even noticed that the Dream Maker had filled her plate with food and was now dunking a thin strip of toast into a boiled egg. “Did it have a sign above it saying this is Shadowside?” The sarcasm in her voice was obvious.

“No.” Josie’s stomach was churning, but she knew it wasn’t from lack of food. “Of course it didn’t.”

“Then how did you know?” she asked again, then sighed. “No matter.”

Josie relaxed slightly.

“I’ll take you to see it myself. I’m long overdue a visit with my sister.”

“But the snow?” As excited as Josie was about visiting Shadowside, she wasn’t sure Filan would be too happy about it, not after his reaction last year, and besides, weren’t they snowed in?

“Snow makes no difference to me.” The Dream Maker swished her hand again and filled Josie’s plate with food. “Now eat your breakfast. I don’t want Filan thinking I haven’t looked after you.”

“If the snow makes no difference to you, then why am I still here?” Josie’s mind was full of questions. Why couldn’t the Dream Maker have just flown her home?

“Because I want you to be here.”


PLAIN OLD MAGIC

After countless cups of tea and endless bacon and sausage sandwiches, Josie found herself wrapped in her cloak, standing with the Dream Maker at the top of the tower. The snow was still falling, but the wind had eased, and the flakes drifted steadily straight down instead of blowing around. Josie was hoping she would get to ride a broomstick because she had no idea how else they were to get through the snow that now seemed to be deeper than a double-decker bus.

“Morning, Josie.”

She turned at Angel’s voice in her head, seeing him and the other huskies followed by Green.

“What took so long?” The Dream Maker, resplendent as usual in a blue cloak, turned sharply as the newcomers filled the room.

“Sorry, ma’am.” Green bowed his head. “It’s just the snow is so deep now. I dug a path to the dogs last night, but it’s all fallen back in again.”

“I don’t need excuses, Green,” the Dream Maker snapped. “Are the dogs ready?”

“They are, ma’am, but I don’t understand—”

The Dream Maker silenced him by raising her hand. “Yours is not to understand, Green.” She beckoned Angel forward, and the others followed dutifully behind. “Just to obey.” The huskies lined up as if they were about to pull a sledge. “Is the carriage ready?”

“Yes, ma’am, right below.” Green nodded. “And all the lines are laid out as you asked.”

Josie could see he was desperate to ask more questions.

“Then you may go.”

Green went to say something then thought better of it and with a bow turned and left.

“Ready Josie?”

“Ready for what?” Josie’s brain was working overtime trying to fathom out how the team of huskies up here and the carriage down in the snow equated to being ready.

“Just wait and see.” Angel’s voice popped into her head as the Dream Maker stepped to the edge of the room and started swishing her arms around elegantly.

Josie gasped as the carriage she had arrived in rose up in front of her and stopped in mid-air with the dog lines hovering out in front. With a sweep of her hand, the Dream Maker produced a sheet of ice that flowed out from the edge of the room and underneath the carriage. Angel led the other dogs out onto the floating ice, and once in position, their lines clicked automatically into place.

“Off we go then.”

Josie hadn’t realised the Dream Maker had stopped with the magic and was now getting into the carriage. “Are we going to fly to Shadowside?” she asked, then stepped into the carriage, expecting to sink under the weight, but instead, it felt just like it was on solid ground.

“Don’t be silly, Josie.” The door of the carriage slammed shut. “Dogs can’t fly.” And with a click of her fingers, the dogs moved off pulling the carriage behind them.

“If dogs can’t fly, how are we moving?” Josie pulled down the window and looked out. Underneath the carriage and the dogs was a pathway of thick ice. It stretched a few metres in front of the dogs, disappearing as soon as the carriage had passed over it. “Why couldn’t I just have gone back to Filan’s like this?” She sat back in the carriage feeling a little sick that they were just travelling through the sky on a sheet of ice.

“Even though people know I’m a witch…” The Dream Maker tucked a thick woollen blanket over their legs. “…it would still frighten them to see a carriage pulled by a team of dogs flying above their heads.”

“But surely people will see us now?” Josie said, not sure she actually believed the Dream Maker.

“Not in the dark, they won’t,” the Dream Maker assured her. “You seem to forget how very dark Suncroft actually is.”

It was true. Josie did forget quite often about Suncroft and it’s never ending darkness. “Yes, but, Suncroft is only a little village. We won’t be flying over it for very long.”

“We are high enough that no one will see us, and when we get to Shadowside…” She paused.

“Yes?” Josie asked.

“Well, when we get to Shadowside, you’ll see.” The Dream Maker leaned over and pulled the window up. “Far too cold up here for that.” She shivered and Josie sat back into the seat with a sigh.

It was a smooth journey, longer than Josie had been expecting. The darkness of Suncroft had given way early on to a bright sunny day and she soaked in the warmth of the sun’s rays as they streamed through the window. The Dream Maker was right, they were high now, high above clouds that seemed to float around the bottom of the carriage, concealing it from anyone below who might happen to look up.

“I thought Shadowside was close to Suncroft?” Josie asked after what had felt like hours in the carriage.

“Oh, it is,” the Dream Maker assured her. “We’re just going the long way round.” The carriage gave a sudden lurch. “In fact, here we are.”

Josie immediately pulled the window down.

“We’re on the ground.” She hadn’t even noticed that the carriage was now running smoothly along a country lane, lush green fields on both sides. “But how?” She leaned out of the window and looked below to see the winter runners of the carriage had now been replaced with huge wooden wheels. “How are the dogs pulling the carriage now it’s higher off the ground?” Josie looked ahead. The black huskies were now a team of sleek black horses with blue feathery plumes blowing in the wind from their bridles.

“Magic, Josie.” The Dream Maker tapped on the side of the carriage and it began to slow, stopping smoothly after a few moments. “Plain old-fashioned magic.” The carriage door opened on its own, as it always did, and Josie stepped out followed immediately by the Dream Maker. “What do you think?”

Josie looked around at the beautiful village before her. Perfectly placed flowers hung in perfectly made baskets. Each little house had a perfectly manicured lawn, and a perfectly built wall. Perfectly painted doors stood in the middle of perfectly identical stone cottages. Josie spun around to look behind her. The same perfect little cottages stood on the opposite side of the perfectly paved road. Perfectly placed bees buzzed perfectly in and out of perfectly formed honeysuckle, and perfectly black blackbirds pulled perfectly fat worms from the perfectly green grass.

“It’s just perfect.” Josie could use no other word. “But…” She looked and looked at the perfect houses with their perfect gardens, right down to the perfect lane into what she assumed would be a perfect village square. “Where are all the people?”


ILLUSION

“Where are all the people?” Josie repeated, this time looking harder and harder, trying to see if anyone was hiding behind the perfectly tied back curtains in each spotlessly clean window.

“Look closer, Josie,” the Dream Maker whispered in her ear. “Look beyond what your eyes are seeing. Listen to that little voice inside you that’s telling you this perfect scene that you see before you can’t possibly be this perfect. Nothing is this perfect.”

The Dream Maker’s voice was hypnotic inside her head. The words ‘nothing is this perfect’ turned over and over in her mind. Just as her grandad had said to her about the waterfall on her first visit to Suncroft, here she was again having to look past the obvious, past what she knew could not be real.

She didn’t know how she did it, but somehow her mind took over, and as she stood there, the perfect little houses seemed to melt away to be replaced with dark grey ramshackle buildings. The perfect lawns turned into jungles of overgrown grass and hedges. The perfectly paved lane became haphazard and full of deep ruts and potholes.

“But why? How?” Josie said, confused.

“How you first saw Shadowside was how it used to be before the curse was placed on Suncroft.” The Dream Maker began to walk and beckoned for Josie to follow. “A beautiful little village full of life where the villagers were proud of their homes and gardens, but as the years have moved on, people have moved away. They’ve left their homes, and the once thriving village is no more.”

“I still don’t understand.” Josie could remember seeing the lush fields and cows that belonged to Shadowside last year. Had that been an illusion too?

“When the curse was placed on Suncroft, it had unexpected consequences on Shadowside.”

They reached the village square, finding it almost identical to the one in Suncroft, except for one thing. All the shops apart from one were closed, their once bright and cheerful signs now dull and faded. Even though the sun was shining, it did little to lift the gloom that seemed to hang over the place.

“Only a handful of people still live here.”

As if on cue, a tinkling bell sounded from the one open shop and a gentleman walked out. The only way to describe him was sad. Everything about him, from his hair and skin to his clothes, was drab and grey. He walked with a slight hunch, his head bowed, carrying a little paper bag.

“So it’s all magic then?” Josie asked. “Did Filan do it?”

“Filan’s magic is not strong enough for something as powerful as this.” The Dream Maker walked past the little shop, the paint peeling from the sign, but Josie could just make out the words ‘Adams’ Emporium’.

“Is that any relation to Elder Adams?” Josie glanced quickly inside. Mouldy fruit and vegetables lay untidily in half-empty baskets. Dusty bottles of goodness-knows-what lined the shelves, and the counter looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a century.

“Indeed, it is.” They walked through the square, passing more of the same empty houses. “Once it was owned by his brother, many years ago, but when he died, and with things the way they are here, I’m afraid that Elder Adams saw an opportunity.”

“An opportunity?” Josie had to skip now and again to keep up with the Dream Maker’s long strides.

“As the only shop in the village, he can ask what price he likes for goods that we wouldn’t even feed to the pigs.”

Josie found she wasn’t shocked by this and added it to her ever-growing list of reasons not to like Elder Adams.

“Ah, here we are.”

Josie hadn’t even noticed where they’d been heading but in front of her now stood a white castle. Not a huge castle, only about the size of Filan’s house, but a castle all the same. It was built exactly as Josie would draw a castle. Square battlements on the top, an arched wooden door, twin turrets with crosses where archers could shoot arrows from, and leaded glass windows.

“Who lives here?” she asked. The castle was gleaming and in complete contrast to the dreariness of Shadowside, but Josie somehow knew it was real and not another trick.

“Allow me to introduce my sister.” The door opened to reveal an exact replica of the Dream Maker, except she was dressed in white and appeared softer. Her face broke into a huge smile and her arms opened wide.

“Welcome, my dear sister.” She hugged the Dream Maker tightly, but Josie noticed the Dream Maker did not hug back. “And you’ve brought, Josie.” She turned to Josie and shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“And you,” was all Josie could manage to say. She truly didn’t understand what was going on, or why the Dream Maker had brought her here.

“I’ll walk with you back to your carriage,” the Dream Maker’s sister said.

Now Josie was even more confused. They’d come all this way to just turn around and go straight back to Suncroft. She ambled behind the two ladies, so similar yet so different, their heads close together. Josie knew they were talking, and though she couldn’t hear what they were saying, she got the feeling that it was about her.

“In you get, Josie.” They were back at the carriage before she knew it, the door open, and the horses stamping at the ground impatiently.

“But…?” She didn’t want to go back. She wanted to stay here and explore, meet the few people that still lived here, go inside the White Lady’s castle. She wanted to ask more about the curse and what had happened to Shadowside. Maybe there were answers here to help with The Trial of Ages she knew she would have to soon face.

“No buts, Josie.” The Dream Maker spoke as a mother would to her child, and Josie immediately stepped into the carriage.

“So who’s magic is it?” Josie asked once they were both back inside and on their way.

“Mine,” the Dream Maker replied. “With a little help from my sister.”

“Do the people of Suncroft know what’s happened to Shadowside since the curse?” Josie got the feeling that they probably didn’t.

“No!” the Dream Maker roared. “No one knows, and they must never know.” She turned and looked at Josie. “Not even Filan.”

“You mean Filan sees the pretty perfect village?” Josie found this hard to believe. “But he’s an elf.”

“He is a half elf and no match for my powers.” The Dream Maker continued to stare at her. “And just as I can block my magic from him...” She reached out a hand to stroke Josie’s head, pushing a stray tendril of blonde hair behind her ear. “…he can block his magic from me.”


THE BLACK SHEEP

After an afternoon of constantly asking the Dream Maker why she couldn’t go home in the carriage, Josie found herself eating dinner alone. Mrs Simpson had announced that the Dream Maker left unexpectedly and wouldn’t be back until morning. She wandered around the tower but found all the rooms were locked, except for the little reading room where she settled down with Harry Potter once again.

As it neared midnight, Josie started to doze off and found herself dreaming fitfully. Images of Shadowside past and present merged with the Dream Maker and the White Lady, unmasking Josie’s true identity. They each took turns to call her name over and over again.

“Josie!” This time it wasn’t the Dream Maker calling her. This time it was Filan. “Wake up, Josie.”

“Filan?” There was a thud as the Harry Potter book hit the floor. “Is it really you?”

“Shush!” He placed a finger to his lips.

“How did you get here?” She resisted the urge to fling her arms round him. “Has the snow melted? Where’s Glider?” She scanned the room to find it empty except for the pair of them.

“I couldn’t bring him, and no, the snow hasn’t melted.” He ushered her to stand. “We must get home. I can’t believe she’s kept you here.”

“But she said the snow was too bad for me to get home.” Josie allowed Filan to lead her back into the dining room, his eyes looking furtively around.

“Nonsense,” he scoffed. “She’s a witch. She could have found a way if she’d wanted too.”

Josie thought it best not to tell him about the flying carriage and her trip to Shadowside. She had a feeling that now was not the right time. She could tell that Filan was on edge, so she pushed it to the back of her mind.

“Now where is it?” He started searching around the fireplace. “Here it is, exactly the same as the other one.”

“Here’s what?” Josie watched in amazement as the dying embers of the fire slid to one side revealing a dark tunnel. “Has that been there all the time? Does the Dream Maker know?”

“Aren’t we full of questions this evening?” Filan almost pushed her into the tunnel, hurrying in straight after. “Yes, this tunnel has always been here, although I was unaware of it until a few hours ago, and I sincerely hope the Dream Maker doesn’t know about it.”

“Is this one of the husky tunnels?” Josie felt sure it was as they were having to crawl through the cramped space. “Why aren’t there any lights?”

“More questions?” Filan laughed. “Yes, it’s a husky tunnel and there are no lights because I couldn’t risk bringing any of the huskies with me.”

Josie remembered Lady howling to light the candles.

“Won’t your magic work?” Josie realised this was another question. “Sorry, I’ll just keep moving.”

“Only a howl from a Suncroft husky can activate the candles, and unfortunately, all the huskies I have access to are connected to Angel.”

Josie stopped dead.

“Surely you were introduced to Angel?”

“He’s the lead husky, isn’t he?” Again, Josie didn’t feel the time was right to tell Filan that Angel had actually introduced himself to her, and she started moving forward again. “How is he connected to the others?”

“Let’s just say he’s the black sheep of the family.” Filan laughed a little. “Literally.”

“You mean…?” Josie stopped moving again and Filan bashed into the back of her.

“Josie!” Filan hissed. “We have to keep moving. It’s a long way back.”

“You mean…” Josie started crawling again. “…he’s Murphy and Glider’s brother?”

“Yep.”

Josie knew Filan was nodding even though she couldn’t see him.

“Unlike Glider, he couldn’t come to terms with not being a Protector, and when he saw the Dream Maker and her team for the first time, well, that was it, he was off.”

“Now I understand the sly comment he made?” Josie muttered.

“That who made?”

She cursed silently.

“The Dream Maker,” Josie said quickly. “She said something about my doggy pals, and I got the impression she didn’t like them very much.” Please let him believe me, she thought to herself.

“Huh!” Filan scoffed. “That’s a bit of an understatement.”

“Are we nearly there yet?” Josie asked. It felt like they’d been crawling for hours. Her hands and knees were sore and her neck and back ached from crouching down for so long.

“When you can see a light, you’ll know we’re there.”

Josie sighed.

“We left the door open at the other end.”

“So where is the other end?” she asked, intrigued.

“In the fireplace in my study.”

Josie stopped dead and Filan once again crashed into her.

“Can you maybe warn me the next time you’re thinking of stopping?”

“Sorry.” She blushed in the darkness. “How didn’t you know it was there?”

“I don’t know everything about Suncroft, you know.”

Josie found that hard to believe. “But you helped put the candles and entrances in?” Too late she realised that it had been Lady who’d told her this.

“How did you know that?”

How did she know that? Josie rattled her brain. The husky tunnels weren’t a secret, so to speak. After all, she’d already been in one with Lady, but how would she know about Filan and his family? “Hannah told me.” Yes, it had to be Hannah. She was his niece, so surely she would have known this.

“Of course she did. She can’t keep anything to herself, that one.”

Josie breathed a sigh of relief, knowing he believed her.

They carried on crawling.

“I think I can see light ahead.” Josie squinted her eyes and sure enough the tunnel was starting to turn grey rather than black.

“Are you there?” her grandad said, and she almost cried in relief at the sound of his voice.

“Yes, Grandad, it’s us. We’re nearly there.” She sped up suddenly, throwing herself into his arms.

“Oh, my Josie.” He kissed her on top of her head. “We’ve been so worried.” He hugged her tightly. “When all that snow came down, and we didn’t hear anything from you. We didn’t even know if you’d got there or not.”

“But the Dream Maker said she sent you a message.” Josie looked at Grandad’s worried face. He seemed to have aged ten years. “I tried to connect with Asher to tell him, but I couldn’t get through.”

“That woman and her magic.” Filan emerged from the tunnel and brushed himself off, his jet-black hair almost grey with dust and cobwebs. “Thank goodness we solved the second clue.” He flung himself down in the chair behind the desk.

“You read the clue?” Josie turned to look at him, all thoughts of how she’d just been kept in a tower like a fairy-tale princess flew out of the window. “You read it without me?”

“And it’s a good job we did.” He handed her the familiar-looking scroll that she hadn’t noticed lying uncurled on the desk.

She read it quickly. “I don’t understand.”

“It seems, my dear Josie.” Filan leaned forward in his chair. “That the Velvet Knight knows much more than we gave him credit for.”

“What are you saying?” The clue didn’t make any sense to her.

“I’m saying…” He leant his elbows on the table and rested his head in his hands and looked her straight in the eye. “…that the Velvet Knight knew you would be locked up in the Dream Maker’s tower long before even you did.”


BURN AFTER READING

“But you read it without me!” Josie looked at Filan, then at her grandad, then back to Filan. “You actually read it without me.”

“Josie—” Grandad started.

Josie interrupted, “I can’t believe you read it without me.” She started pacing around the room. “You promised you wouldn’t.”

“Will you stand still and listen!” Filan shouted. “Sometimes you are such a teenager!”

“So are you,” she spat back at him.

He raised an eyebrow. “Only in some things, Josie,” he said softly. “I’ve had a few centuries more experience than you have in dealing with things such as this.”

“Read the clue again, Josie,” Grandad urged. “Slowly and properly, actually read what is says.”

“Read it aloud,” Filan said. “It’ll help.”

“Here it is, the second clue. With Josie gone, it’s up to you.” She paused as she realised what this meant. “Then he knew?”

Filan nodded.

“Carry on, Josie,” Grandad said softly.

“She’s stuck inside the ice-blue tower. To free her, you must find the flower.” Josie kept looking at the words over and over again as she struggled to make sense of what they meant. “But how could he have known? I didn’t even know till after we’d found the clue.”

“We’re lucky Duke was here.” Filan motioned towards the corner where Arthur, Duke and Lady were sitting. Josie hadn’t even noticed them until that moment.

“Duke!” Lady’s voice came into her head. “It wasn’t Duke, it was me. Honestly, I’ve had enough of this. You’re always getting the praise for something I did.”

“Lady!” Duke’s voice was stern.

“Don’t you Lady me.” She answered back. “Josie wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for me, and don’t you forget it.”

“What did he do?” Josie asked, turning her attention back to Filan and trying not to laugh as Lady stood up and turned her back to Duke in an obvious huff.

“He told Arthur about something he’d remembered about one of the tunnels,” Filan began. “A flower intricately carved by an entrance that they never used. We found it repeated perfectly on the fireplace here, and on closer examination, it turned out to be a button, much like the knot on the tree that you used on your first day with Lady.” Filan paused. “It wasn’t one I knew about, so I’m thinking my father kept this one secret from my brother and me.”

“And for good reason,” Arthur said. “Imagine if it was common knowledge that there was a tunnel leading from your house to Althaea’s. I dread to think how many times over the years you would have used it to spy on her.”

Josie wasn’t sure what was going on between Arthur and Filan, but she got the impression that it was over something that had been happening for many years.

“It’s true we haven’t always seen eye to eye. Even more so of late, but I would never spy on her.”

“Like hell you wouldn’t.”

Josie was inclined to agree with Arthur on this point.

Arthur said, “What about the time—?”

“Arthur, now is not the time,” Grandad said.

“I believe now is the perfect time,” Arthur retorted. “He’s always had it in for poor Althaea.”

“Poor Althaea?” Filan spat. “Poor Althaea?” he repeated, as if to emphasise the point. “Have you forgotten that she just practically kidnapped Josie?”

“She didn’t kidnap her, Filan,” Arthur said. “We knew where she was.”

“Didn’t kidnap her?” he retorted. “She was being held against her will. That’s kidnapping in my book.”

“Althaea wouldn’t have hurt her, Filan,” Arthur replied.

“You always defend her, Arthur.” Filan jumped to his feet. “One day you’ll wake up to what she’s actually capable of.”

“Stop it, the both of you!” Josie had never heard her grandad speak so loudly. “This isn’t helping the situation at all.”

“Sorry, George,” Filan and Arthur said in unison.

“Our only concern at this moment should be the Velvet Knight.” Grandad spoke quieter this time but with the same force. “How did he know? What’s his plan? What’s next?”

“So where is the third clue then?”

All three looked at Josie with blank expressions.

“If you solved the second one, then where is the third?”

“She’s right,” Arthur said. “We haven’t even thought about it.”

“The next clue has always turned up where we solved the last one.” Filan said, rubbing his brow. “Don’t tell me it’s at the Dream Maker’s?”

“Didn’t you look when you were there?” Arthur asked.

“No, Arthur, I didn’t,” Filan said sarcastically. “It didn’t occur to me to search for another scroll while I was busy fetching Josie and trying not to get caught.”

“What do you think will happen when she realises I’m not there anymore?” Josie was sure the Dream Maker would smell something fishy.

“She’ll probably assume you escaped somehow,” Grandad reassured her. “We’ll send her a letter saying you arrived back here safe and sound and thank her for looking after you so well.”

“We will not,” Filan scoffed.

“Yes, we will, Filan,” Grandad said. “We’ll keep up the pretence for Josie’s sake.”

“So where is this next clue?” Josie changed the subject again to try to ease the tension that was building in the room.

“I brought everyone a nice cup of tea.” Hannah came in carrying a tray of steaming hot mugs, followed swiftly by Asher. He leapt at Josie, his great fluffy tail wagging furiously.

“Asher, calm down, you’re knocking all the papers off the desk.” As Filan spoke, the scroll with the second clue wafted off the table and flew towards the fire. “Noooooo!” Filan tried to grab it but it was too late. The scroll landed on the dying embers, caught fire and vanished into thin air.


FROM THE FLAMES

“I’m sorry, Josie,” Asher stopped wagging his tail and sat still as a statue, his green eyes sad and sorrowful.

“It’s okay, Asher.” She stroked his head. “I know you didn’t mean to.”

“Well, that’s that then.” Filan threw his hands up in the air.

“Of course it isn’t,” Josie replied. “We all remember what it said.”

“But what if we missed something?” Filan was staring at the fire when a sudden blast of flame made him jump back. The flame shot upwards in the air then started to swirl above the fireplace.

“What on earth?” Josie watched as the flame seemed to mould into a feather, like a quill, and started to scribble in the air.

“It’s writing!” Hannah said, excited.

“Quick,” Arthur shouted. “Someone write down what it’s saying.”

The flame quill wrote smoothly and accurately, and Josie read the words aloud as they appeared in glittering gold and red fire. “The final riddle here at last. You’ve surely solved the others fast.” She paused as these two lines disappeared into the air. “But this one will be hard to do. Because there really is no clue.”

“I think I got it all,” Filan said. He’d been frantically scribbling and re-read the clue back to everyone as the flames faded away.

“So how do we solve it if there’s no clue?” Josie asked.

“More to the point,” Grandad said, “what if it hadn’t fallen on the fire? What if we’d sat looking at it for ever?”

“Perhaps the fact that the tunnel entrances are in fireplaces was a clue in itself,” Arthur stated. “All be it a rather inconspicuous one, but a clue nonetheless.”

“So we’re meant to start burning all the riddles now?” Hannah asked.

“Well, I don’t think we should do that,” Arthur replied. “Just this one, because this was the one that led us to the fireplaces.”

“Am I the only one who sees a problem here?” Josie couldn’t believe no one else had seen this. “Did any of you actually listen to the words?” She looked at the blank expressions on their faces. They had clearly been focusing on the fact that the last clue had been revealed rather than what it had actually said. “There is no clue.”

“What do you mean, there is no clue?” Filan picked up his hastily scrawled note and waved it in front of Josie’s face. “Here’s the clue, right here. I just wrote it down.”

“Read it,” Arthur told him, and Josie could see by the look on his face that he realised what she’d said was true.

“But…?” Filan said as he read and re-read the clue to himself. “How?”

“Exactly,” Josie said with a just a hint of smugness in her voice. “All the others gave at least some indication as to the next clue, but this one…” She broke off. “…nothing.”

“We’re so close.” Filan looked around the room.

“Perhaps it will come to us,” Hannah proposed. “A bit like the one in the clock did.”

“Perhaps.” Filan shrugged.

“Well, I need to get back.” Arthur stood while Duke and Lady stretched before following him to the door. Duke allowed Lady to go first, and Josie was sure she saw Lady give him a little lick on his nose as she passed. “You know where I am if you think of anything.”

“Goodnight, Arthur,” Filan said. “And thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He nodded in Filan’s direction. “George, Josie, Hannah.” He nodded to each in turn who either nodded in reply or said good night.

“Off to bed with you, Josie.” Grandad ushered her towards the door.

“But I can’t go to sleep.” She hated being treated like a child. She was fifteen now. Surely it should be up to her when she went to bed. But one look at her grandad’s face and she knew it wasn’t. She’d seen that look before from her mother and knew there was no arguing. It was easier just to give in and do what was asked. “Night, everyone.” And with Asher at her heel, she headed off to bed, leaving the others to talk.

The next few days passed uneventfully. They read the riddle over and over again. The other scrolls were examined closely for any hidden clues. They walked round the village visiting all the places where the Velvet Knight had been seen, or where a scroll had been found, but to no avail.

The snow had thankfully stopped and was starting to melt, leaving slush and puddles everywhere. Josie was walking round the garden of Filan’s house admiring the fountain. She wished she had her phone with her to take a photograph so she could compare it with the one in the courtyard, but Grandad had made her leave it back at Nan’s house. Perhaps she could sketch it.

Heading back into the house, she kicked off her boots and hung up her coat, Asher by her side, as he always was, when allowed. A sudden loud and insistent banging on the front door caused her to run just as Filan reached the door, swiftly followed by Hannah and George.

“Come quickly.” Elder Rose stood panting outside the door, out of breath. “It’s Arthur.”

Josie noticed that not only was Elder Rose accompanied by his own husky, Monty, but Duke was also there.

“What’s happened?” Filan was already reaching for his cloak, as was Hannah and her grandad. Josie realised hers was in the kitchen and sped to the back of the house, arriving back to find the others already halfway out the door.

They ran to The Wolf, not caring about the water that splashed up their boots and clothes. The pub had been left in unusual darkness, except for one window on the top floor where the warm glow of many candles could be seen shining through the curtains.

“Arthur, we’re here.” Filan was first up the stairs. “What’s happened?”

“It’s Bertha.” Arthur was at the door, tears streaming down his face.

“Bertha?” Elder Rose looked confused. “Who’s Bertha?”

“His sister,” Josie whispered as they went into the bedroom.

“Sister?” Elder Rose still looked confused, but asked no further questions as he could see how upset Arthur was.

The room was overly warm, the fire stacked as high as it could be, and every lamp in the room was aflame. The plump, jolly woman Josie remembered was now lying lifeless and grey in the large double bed. Her chest rose and fell slowly, but unevenly, and Josie counted thirteen crystals around her neck.

“You’ve got to help her, Filan.” Arthur was wringing his hands in despair. “I’ve put all the teardrops on her, even mine, but nothing’s working.”

Josie could see that the once shining crystals were now dull. Even the slightly larger one that was Arthur’s was losing its glow.

“It’s her time, Arthur.” Filan removed the teardrops gently one by one.

“What are you doing?” Arthur screamed in horror and tried to grab them, but Elder Rose took his hands in his.

“She’s draining their power, Arthur, look.” As each one was removed and placed next to the main one, it started to glow softly again.

“I don’t care.” Arthur wrenched his hands free and started putting them back as quickly as Filan could take them off.

“Arthur!” It took both Elder Rose and George to hold Arthur back. “She’ll drain them all, even yours.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Arthur was hysterical. Josie had never seen him like this. He always appeared so calm and in control. “I’ve got no one else; she’s all I have.”

“You have us,” Elder Rose said softly.

Filan removed the last teardrop and motioned for Hannah to take them out of the room. Arthur’s eyes followed them like a starving man watched a plate of food pass him by. “It won’t be long now.”

Arthur was released, and he flung himself to the side of the bed, holding Bertha’s hand and stroking her hair. “No, don’t go,” he said as they all made to leave. “I don’t want to go through this alone.” Josie wiped tears from her eyes and cried into her grandad’s shoulder as Elder Rose and Filan stood behind Arthur, their hands on each shoulder.

Bertha’s breathing grew shallower and shallower, each breath taking longer and longer until there were no more. Lady howled a long and sorrowful howl as Arthur placed a last kiss on his sister’s cheek.


THE SONG OF SUNCROFT

Two days later found Josie dressed in black following her grandad, Filan and Hannah along to the church. Glider and Murphy wore black collars, and although Asher had to stay behind, he wore one too. It was a sad and sorry party that met Elder Rose, Monty and his family outside the church.

Elder Adams, his wife, Ainsley and Diablo stood off to one side, and Josie noticed that although they wore dark colours, it wasn’t black, and Diablo wore no collar.

“Why can’t he follow tradition, just for once?” Filan remarked to Elder Rose as he noticed the attire of the Adams’ clan. “I see they left Sabre at home.”

“Can’t even do this one thing for a fellow elder.” George turned his back towards them. “Makes my blood boil.”

“Everyone else here?” Filan asked, and Elder Rose nodded.

“All the villagers are inside, and all the dogs waiting,” Elder Rose replied.

“As it should be,” Filan replied.

Josie looked around and noticed that Glider and Murphy had moved away to join the line of huskies congregated at the front of the church next to a freshly dug hole. Once Murphy and Glider were in place alongside Monty, Diablo made his way towards them. As the longest serving husky, he was the leader in ceremonies like this and stood at the head of the grave.

The rumbling of wheels heralded the arrival of the coffin pulled on a cart by Duke. His head hung low, his walk slow. Lady followed behind, her tail down, her eyes never leaving the coffin in front of her. It pulled up as close to the churchyard as possible, then stopped.

Filan unhooked Duke’s rein then, along with the elders, they lifted the coffin and carried it to the grave, Duke and Lady following. Josie noticed all the villagers had now come out of the church to stand around the grave as the coffin was lowered onto the thick ropes that would eventually lay it to rest.

The vicar stood sombrely and quietly as this happened, his head bowed. Once he saw that the coffin was in place and the bearers had stepped back, he began, “Dearly beloved.” His voice boomed. “We are gathered here today to say goodbye to our dear brother, Arthur Shepherd.”

The vicar continued speaking about Elder Shepherd and his life in Suncroft. The whole time, Josie couldn’t help thinking back to that day when Bertha had died. They should never have left him alone, her grandad kept saying. We should have made him put his crystal back on. But alas, they had left him alone and the next day they had found him dead next to his sister, as if they were both sleeping, Duke and Lady lying at their feet.

George and Filan were devastated, realising that Arthur had obviously not been wearing his crystal for a while, choosing instead to allow his beloved sister to live longer. Their oldest elder was dead and the search for his next of kin would have to begin. An incredible task due to the fact he was hundreds of years old and had never had children of his own.

The Dream Maker was absent, apparently too upset at the loss of her dearest friend and ally to attend.

The vicar had stopped speaking and the church bell began to toll slowly and sadly. Then Duke howled, long and low, followed by Diablo, then Murphy, then Monty, then Glider, then Lady, until all the huskies were howling a beautifully haunting melody. Josie even heard Asher in her head and hoped that none of the other huskies could.

As soon as the coffin landed softly on the bottom of the grave, the howling stopped. No one knew that directly underneath Arthur was another coffin, buried in the early hours of the morning so that Arthur and his sister could be together forever. Josie had asked what Filan and her grandad had been doing up so early and they explained to her that only elders could be buried in the front part of the graveyard, and they knew how much Arthur and his sister meant to each other, so they’d hatched a plan with Elder Rose. No one needed to know any different.

The villagers started to disperse and, after thanking the vicar for a beautiful ceremony, Filan and George re-joined Hannah and Josie and they started for home. Murphy and Glider stood next to the grave alongside Duke and Lady, and for an instance they looked like people to Josie. Mum and Dad with their two sons joined together in their grief.

“They’ll come when they’re ready,” Hannah said to Filan as he went to call Glider.

“We’ll wait for them,” he replied.

The little party sat on one of the benches in the church yard and waited.

“I’m going to have a little walk.” Josie stood up after what felt like hours of sitting in the cold. Her feet were freezing, and she knew if she sat there much longer, she’d turn into an ice cube. Glider watched her walk away and, after a nod from Filan, followed behind her. “Ever on duty, aren’t you, boy?” she said, rubbing his head when she realised he was behind her.

“We all are.” Josie had never heard Glider’s voice before and stood stock still. “I know you’ve spoken with my mother and father.” His voice was smooth like silk. “So what’s the point in pretending?”

“Does Murphy know?” Josie didn’t know why she asked.

“Er…” Glider paused. “…Murphy is a little harder than us.”

“What do you mean?” Josie asked, not understanding.

“He knows you can hear us,” Glider explained. “We’ve all known that from the moment you first connected with Asher. It was like a switch turning on inside our brains. The moment you connected with Asher, you connected with all the Suncroft huskies.”

“All of you?” Josie said, slightly blown away by this.

“Every single one.” He opened his mouth in what could only be described as a smile. “But Murphy thinks you shouldn’t know this yet, and obviously Filan and the elders mustn’t know.” He closed his mouth, and they started walking. “But my mother is a law unto herself, I’m afraid, and once she started, well, what’s the point in the rest of us staying silent.”

“I’ve talked with Angel.” It felt such a relief to finally say this. “And I’ve been to Shadowside. The Dream Maker took me.”

“Interesting developments.” As they walked round to the other side of the church, Josie felt sure Glider would ask her questions, but instead he growled, and not in her head this time. He bared his teeth and stooped low ready to pounce. “Get behind me, Josie.”

Josie did as she was told, unsure of the danger but with complete faith in Glider and his senses.

“Speak of the devil.” Josie heard the voice of Angel before she saw him.

“And he shall appear.”

Glider had stopped growling, but his stance remained alert and wary.

“Hello, brother.” Angel sauntered towards them.

“Why are you here?” Glider ignored the word brother.

“Even I am called by the song of Suncroft.” He howled, a perfect copy of the one that Duke had wailed earlier, and within seconds the remaining huskies had joined in. Murphy, Duke and Lady came round the back of the church, followed by Filan, Hannah and George. Just as the howling stopped, there came another distant wailing and the rest of the black huskies appeared.

They stood behind Angel, the two groups usually divided, but joined together in the sadness of the moment. It was a brief respite and as the black huskies followed Angel back the way they had come, Filan led the others away. As they walked past the church and out the front, Josie glanced back. There, standing by Arthur’s grave, was the Dream Maker, her head bowed in silent reverence.


THE LOST ELDER

In the end, it was quite a simple task to find the next Elder Shepherd. Knowing that he had no children, and having been living for many centuries, Arthur had kept a rather fabulous and descriptive family tree. Sometimes a branch would end but then another would continue, until right at the bottom was the next elder.

“Luceon Berger,” Filan proclaimed as he’d trailed each branch down to find the eldest male heir, stamping his finger down on the name in triumph. “Good old Arthur, knew he’d have something up his sleeve to help.”

“But he’s not a Shepherd,” Hannah said, stating the obvious.

“Berger is French for Shepherd,” George explained. “I remember Arthur telling me some of his family lived in France.” He turned his attention back to Filan. “Do we have a town?”

“Even better.” Filan held up a piece of paper. “We have an address.”

“Will you write?” Josie asked, wondering what on earth this Luceon fellow would make of receiving some letter in the post from a place he’d never heard of telling him he was now an elder of a cursed village. “How old do you think he is?”

“Twenty-two!” Filan said after a brief pause—where he’d clearly worked out his age from the year he was born. “And a teacher, it says here.”

“How did he find all this out?” Josie asked. “I mean, we can research our history on the internet, but how would Arthur have done it?”

“By good old-fashioned letter, I presume.” Filan replied. “He must have kept in touch with the families all these many, many years.”

“But how do letters get to Suncroft?” Josie puzzled. “It’s a hidden village. Surely the postman doesn’t deliver here.”

“Write my name and address on this envelope.” Filan handed her a quill.

“Filan Flynn.” Josie scratched at the paper then dipped the nib back in the ink. She hated using quills, they were so laborious. She’d thought it amazing the first few times she’d tried it, but now longed for the glorious biro. “Gray Lane, Suncroft, England.” As she wrote, the words changed. Gray Lane became Waterfall Cottage, and Suncroft turned into Sunny Meadows. “But that’s your house, Grandad.” Josie looked at Grandad who nodded. “So you get all the post for Suncroft.” Josie’s eyes were wide. “All the post?” she repeated.

“Good heavens no.” He laughed. “Just a quarter of the village, and Filan’s, of course. “Each elder has a house on the outside where their post, and a quarter of the families in Suncroft, goes to.”

“Don’t people get a little curious as to why an address changes when they write it? And why not just write the real address on it in the first place?” Josie’s modern brain kicked in.

“Well, it doesn’t change, so to speak. It’s like an illusion. Different eyes see different things.” Filan paused for a second. “Never really thought of just using the real address. Makes sense.”

“It’s still a hell of a lot of post though.” Josie couldn’t remember seeing any unusual amounts of letters arriving at Nan’s cottage when she stayed there.

“Alas.” Filan sighed. “There are not many families here now that have anyone on the outside, and you know yourself that we don’t really get any newcomers.”

“Apart from you, Luceon will be the first new visitor since Bradley arrived after his parents died.” Josie’s heart did its usual little flip at the mention of Bradley’s name.

“There she goes again,” Hannah teased. “All gooey eyes over Bradley Simpson.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Josie pretended not to understand.

“Save me from teenage girls and their crushes.” Filan shook his head. “What with you and Tommy Buckley.” He directed this at Hannah who pulled an innocent face, whilst Josie stuck her tongue out at her. “At least Tommy never kidnapped her, Josie,” Filan remarked after seeing this pass between them.

“He was bewitched,” Josie defended. “You all said he was bewitched, and if he was bewitched, then he couldn’t help it.”

“We can all help it,” Filan muttered. “Anyone can fight magic if they want to.”

“You might be able to, Filan.” Thankfully, Josie’s grandad was on her side. “But you seem to forget we’re not like you, and Bradley is just a young lad. He didn’t know what he was doing.”

“Humph!” This was Filan’s signal that the conversation was now over. “Back to the matter in hand.”

A light tap on the door brought all of their attention back to the present.

“It’s not opening time yet, is it?” Hannah looked at the clock behind the bar. They were in The Wolf and this was to be its first day open since Arthur had died.

“Perhaps it’s Elder Rose?” Josie guessed.

“Well, we won’t know until we open the door.” Hannah pulled down the huge metal bolts from the top and bottom of the door and opened it slightly. She peeked through the gap before flinging it wide open.

“Bonjour, mes amis. Je suis Luceon Berger et ceci est mon protecteur Babette.”

Josie looked at Hannah, then at Filan, and then at her grandad. She didn’t know whether they were more shocked at the fact that the next Elder Shepherd had just arrived, or that he was actually a she, or that her Protector was a tiny little ball of fluff poking its head out of a Louis Vuitton handbag.


THE SUFFRAGETTE MOVEMENT

“Well, isn’t anybody going to speak to me?” Her English was perfect with the most delicious French accent Josie had ever heard. After realising that Filan, Hannah and her grandad had been struck dumbfounded, she stepped forward.

“Bonjour, Mademoiselle Berger.” She silently thanked the stars for taking French GCSE. “Je m’appelle Josie et ceci est Filan, Hannah et mon grand-pere George.”

“Bien joue, Josie.” Luceon clapped and Josie sighed in relief. “How well you spoke and what a beautiful accent.”

“Merci.” Josie wished her French teacher Mrs Rowe had heard that. She was always getting at Josie about her accent. She couldn’t help it. She wasn’t French and had never been to France. She’d only ever heard French accents on the TV, or when Mrs Rowe spoke—and the whole class was certain she wasn’t actually French either.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Luceon.” Hannah was the next to recover from the shock and held out her hand.

“And you, Hannah.” Luceon bobbed her head. “But please call me Lucy.”

“Welcome to Suncroft, Lucy.” George stepped forward and greeted her with a kiss on each cheek. “Filan!” He spoke off to the side. “Filan!”

“I … er … yes … sorry.”

Josie had never seen Filan lost for words and she knew it was more to do with how beautiful Lucy was rather than the shock of her arrival. She was tall, elegantly poised with shiny dark brown hair in an inverted bob. She wore tight-fitting blue jeans, knee-high black boots and a chunky military-style black coat.

“You must be freezing.” Filan finally remembered his manners and ushered her further inside.

“Oh no, wait!” Lucy squealed as Filan went to shut the door. “My family. They are just a few minutes behind. But I couldn’t wait and rushed ahead.”

“Family?” Filan poked his head out of the door just as it was pushed open by what appeared to be a small hoard of adults and children.

“Oh!” a slightly older version of Lucy exclaimed. “But it is so … how do you say … quaint?”

“It is just how I pictured,” an even older version of Lucy proclaimed.

“J’ai froid.” One of the children spoke. Josie guessed him to be about five.

“Now then, Phillipe, what did we say about speaking English?” It was the middle Lucy that spoke.

“Sorry, Grandma.” He sniffed. “But I’m cold.”

“Come on in, all of you.” Filan closed and bolted the door behind the last of the new arrivals.

The Wolf felt suddenly small with all the bodies and suitcases, and Josie wasn’t sure where they were all going to stay.

“This is my mother, Raine.” The identical Lucy nodded her head. “My stepfather, Maurice.” A great muscly man moved forward and crushed Filan in a bear hug before planting two sloppy kisses on his cheeks. “My sister, Violet, her husband, Jan, their children, Michael, Iris and Phillipe. My other sister, Francine, her husband, Peter, their twins ,John and Juniper.” Each nodded their head as Lucy called out their name.

Josie’s head swam. How on earth was she to remember all these people? And Lucy wasn’t quite finished.

“My grandmother, Francine, and my great grandmother, Marie.”

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you all.” Filan seemed to have recovered his composure. “We weren’t expecting you so I’m afraid you find us a little unprepared.”

“Do not worry yourself, Filan.” It was Maurice who spoke. “Being such a large family, we are used to it.” He picked up two extremely heavy looking bags with ease. “We will get settled in and leave Lucy here with you to talk.”

“I’ll show you upstairs,” Hannah said.

There was a great clattering of bags and feet as everyone except for Lucy followed Hannah out of the bar. Thuds echoed as the many feet traipsed heavily up the stairs, and Josie wondered what the usually quiet Arthur would have made of his French family.

“I bet you’re wondering how I got here?” Lucy asked as she undid her coat and sat down in one of the alcoves.

“That is one of the many questions,” Filan replied.

“Perhaps I should just explain?”

Filan nodded as he seated himself opposite her, Josie and George following suit.

“My family has always known about Suncroft. We knew we were the next branch of the tree, so to speak. But when my father died a few years ago, we thought that was it and it would pass on to someone else, but we didn’t know of any other male heirs that it could be.”

“The family tree came to an end with you,” George said. “But we assumed it was because you were the next living boy.”

“I can’t explain it.” Lucy shrugged. “All I know is that I was at home a few nights ago with Babette playing fetch when I heard this voice inside my head. I looked at Babette and she at me and I realised it was her. That’s when I knew that I had become the next elder.” She placed her handbag on the table and Babette climbed out and onto her lap.

Josie hid a smile as she wondered how this tiny little thing would cope with the great big huskies of Suncroft. “And Babette is a girl as well?”

Lucy nodded.

“Well, everything has truly turned on its head,” Filan said. “You are obviously not a male, and Babette is clearly not a husky.”

“Babette is from a very long line of poodles that have been in our family for generations. Perhaps that’s why she is my Protector?”

“Maybe,” Josie said. Filan and George seemed to be mesmerised by the newcomer, and as much as she believed her to be genuine, Josie needed proof.

“Then the next morning this arrived.” She pulled out a small package, and as she unwrapped it, the glint of a brown crystal could be seen along with a letter written in Arthur’s hand.

“You must wear this now.” Filan picked up The Teardrop of Autumn and placed it around her neck. “It is yours.”

“But how did you get here so fast?” Josie asked, intrigued.

“We packed as quickly as we could. My whole family wanted to come so it took longer than it should have.” Josie could tell this had annoyed her slightly. “Then we found the passageway through the Arc de Triomphe and voila.”

“You came through the Arc de Triomphe?” Josie remembered being told there were doorways to Suncroft all over the world but had never really believed it until now.

“But of course,” Lucy replied. “How else would we have got here unseen?”

“I’m not sure there is enough room for everyone upstairs,” George said as there came a great clatter from above.

“They will not stay long,” Lucy said. “Only my mother and stepfather will be living here with me.”

Josie saw a sigh of relief spread across her grandad’s face.

“We own a restaurant back home so it will be easy for us to switch.”

“I hear the new Elder Shepherd has arrived.” Josie was finding the intrusion of Lady’s voice a familiar occurrence now. She sauntered in, her hips swinging. “I don’t care who he is, but he won’t be welcome—” The voice trailed off and Josie watched as her whole demeanour changed. “Well, well, well. The suffragette movement finally comes to Suncroft.”

“And this must be Lady.” Lucy knelt as Lady approached. “In his letter, Arthur said you were beautiful.”

“Well, I like her already.” Lady allowed Lucy to stroke her behind the ears, then sniffed at Babette. “Not sure on this one though.” She was rewarded by a nip on the nose. “Okay, I’ll reserve judgement.”

“Filan!” Hannah’s voice called from upstairs after a rather substantial crash and shattering noise was heard above them.

“I’d best go and see what’s happened.” He moved rather reluctantly away, and as he went through the door, Duke came in.

“I hope that rabble aren’t here for long.” His deep voice sounded sad. “All my master’s treasures.”

“The great Duke.”

He lifted his head at his name. “A female?” He eyed Lucy. “A female elder?”

“And her female Protector.” Josie sensed the delight in Lady’s voice as she teased Duke.

“Well, I won’t have it.” Duke protested.

“You don’t have a choice.” Lady started washing herself. “And if you want to stay living here, you’d best get used to it.”

The church bell ringing loudly broke through into the pub. It sounded frantic, as if the person pulling the rope was panicking.

“What on earth?” George stood and wrenched open the door, Josie, Lucy and the dogs following.

“The Velvet Knight!” One of the villagers ran past. “He’s been seen again.”


CAUGHT RED HANDED

“Who is this Velvet Knight?” Lucy asked as everyone ran out of the pub.

“Hard to explain,” Josie said as she stepped outside to what appeared to be the whole of the village running around like madmen. Dogs were barking, men calling, women shouting, and children yelling.

“What on earth is going on?” Josie watched as her grandad stopped one of the women as she ran by. Josie had seen her before around the village and in church but didn’t know her name.

“The Velvet Knight, Elder Kirk,” she said, slightly out of breath. “The whole village is trying to catch him.” Josie could see she was eager to be gone. “He keeps popping up all round the village, like he wants us to find him.”

“Go back inside, Lucy.” Josie knew she wouldn’t resist her grandad as he took her back inside the pub. She might now be an elder of Suncroft, but no one knew her yet, and from the pandemonium that seemed to have erupted in the village, it was definitely best that she kept herself and her family inside. “You too, Josie.” Grandad beckoned her from the door.

“Grandad!” Josie said. “I can help.” She could see he was of two minds.

“Okay, then.” He pulled the door open wide. “But you keep Duke and Lady with you at all times.”

“Yes, Grandad.” Josie was fine with this request and didn’t wait for her grandad, heading off towards the centre with Duke and Lady on either side.

“I don’t see why we have to babysit,” Duke moaned. “Our home has been invaded, our master’s things smashed, yet here we are on some pointless chase around the village.”

“Oh, Duke, get over yourself.” Lady scolded. “You know we have to look after Josie now. Asher can’t be seen, and all the others are busy. You’re the only Protector not actually protecting.”

“He’s here, he’s here.” Shouts could be heard coming from the church.

“Over here.” More shouts, this time from the opposite direction.

“I’ve just seen him going into the school.”

Josie was in turmoil; how could he be in three places at once?

“I think people are getting a little over excited.” Josie hadn’t realised that Filan was behind her.

“Has he definitely been seen?” she asked, wondering if this was just a wild goose chase.

“Who knows?” He shrugged. “But at least it’s reminded us that we need to get that last clue solved. With everything that happened with Arthur, and then Lucy coming, we’ve completely forgotten about it.”

“But how can we solve it?” They were near the little courtyard in the centre of the village. “There’s nothing to solve. Wait a minute…” It suddenly dawned on Josie. “Perhaps this is it?”

“What do you mean?” Filan asked.

“Just think about it.” It was all making sense to Josie now. “There’s no clue, but here we all are running round trying to find him. This is it, Filan, I know it is!”

“You could be onto something, you know,” he said after thinking for a few seconds. “Let me find George and Patrick, and I suppose I should probably discuss it with Elder Adams.” Josie could tell he didn’t want to do the last part. “If he’s even out here, which I very much doubt. This would be far beneath the Great Elder Adams and his son, the Chosen One,” Filan scoffed. “Well, the smile will be wiped off his face soon enough, but for now…” He headed off, following Glider, and Josie was once again on her own with just Duke and Lady and the rest of Suncroft for company.

“We’ve got him!” It was just a few minutes later when the rumour started to spread around the village. It was all anyone could say, whispering it to the next person then on to the next and so on until soon the whole village knew.

“Where did they catch him?”

“Who was it?”

“Is it really him?”

The whole village was awash with questions and speculations.

“He’s trapped down Gray Lane,” a voice said above the crowd. “The elders are on their way to unmask him.”

Josie found herself suddenly pulled along on a sea of people as everyone turned in the direction of Filan’s house, eager to find out who the Velvet Knight was once and for all.

“This way, Josie,” Lady urged. “We know a short cut.”

Duke had already managed to make a path with a small, well-timed growl. He may no longer be a Protector, but he still commanded a certain amount of respect.

Duke led the way with Lady hot on his heels as they led Josie through a maze of twists and turns which brought them out at Gray Lane just seconds ahead of the main crowd. There at the bottom a small group of men and women had formed a semi-circle about two metres away from a ten-foot-high brick wall.

“He’s surrounded,” Duke said. “He’ll never escape now.”

One of the men moved slightly, and Josie could just see a hooded figure in the flickering shadows of the lamps and lanterns that were held aloft.

“Make way, make way.” There was much pushing and shoving from behind as the three elders, along with Filan, made their way to the front. The semi-circle opened to allow them entry before closing quickly behind, just in case the Velvet Knight should somehow manage to escape through all these people.

“Thought you could outwit us, did you?” It was Elder Adams who spoke first. “Well, you thought wrong.”

Josie was jumping up and down on her tip toes, trying to get a view of what was going on.

“We saw him putting this on Filan’s doorstep.” One of the men handed something to Elder Adams.

“And what do we have here?” He thrust it high up in the air so the crowd could see the black box he held in his hands. “Caught red-handed.”

“Take off his hood,” a voice shouted.

“Yes, take off his hood,” another called.

“Not here, Adams,” Josie heard Filan say. “The crowd, we can’t control them.”

“Nonsense, Filan.”

Josie knew Elder Adams wouldn’t listen to him, and as a gasp echoed around the crowd, Josie knew that the Velvet Knight had been unmasked at last.


DAZED AND CONFUSED

“Tommy Buckley!” The name rippled through the crowd like raspberry sauce through vanilla ice cream.

“It can’t be?” Josie hadn’t noticed that Hannah was now beside her, pushing her way through the first set of people. Seizing her chance, Josie snuck through the gap before they had time to realise, and there, looking extremely dazed and confused, was indeed Tommy Buckley.

His blond hair was sticking up where the cloak had been removed, his blue eyes wide open and scared. Josie thought he looked like a trapped animal with no idea whether to make a run for it or just accept his fate.

“Where am I?” Tommy looked up into the face of Elder Adams who was holding him tightly round the collar of his cloak. “I don’t know what’s going on?” This time he looked to Filan.

“It’s alright, me lad.” Josie hadn’t expected such a soft voice from Filan. “Let him go, Adams.”

“Let him go!” Elder Adams tightened his grip. “Let him go! Are you having a laugh?” He turned to the crowd. “The great Filan Flynn says we should let him go.” This comment was met with laughter.

“He’s been hypnotised,” Filan shouted, and the laughter ceased. “I know a spell when I see one and this lad has been tricked into doing something. He’s not the Velvet Knight, but I bet the Velvet Knight is behind this.”

“You are correct, sir,” a great voice boomed out over the crowd. “For I am the Velvet Knight!”

Josie followed the voice like everyone else.

“Look up there!” another voice said. “On the roof!”

A hooded figure was leaning casually on the chimney of Filan’s house, as if standing on rooves with a baying crowd below was an everyday occurrence.

“There’s two of them!” someone called.

“Bradley Simpson!” Filan shouted, and the figure on the roof shook his head as if to rid himself of something before suddenly grabbing the chimney breast, as if he’d only just realised where he was.

“Er … Mr Filan, sir?” Bradley’s voice called, his hood slipping to reveal his black curly hair. “Can you get me down please, sir?”

“Just stay there, Bradley,” Filan soothed. “Someone fetch a ladder.”

No one moved.

“Quickly, people, quickly.”

Josie was so confused that her head hurt. The crowd of people had gone from loud and overpowering to quietly whispering. No one seemed to know what had happened. They’d gone from having caught the Velvet Knight to discovering there were two, but now seemingly neither of the suspects was actually the culprit.

“Make way, make way!” A ladder was making its way through the crowd and swiftly placed on Filan’s house. Everyone stared as Filan climbed slowly to the top and leaned gingerly out onto the roof.

“Give me your hand, Bradley.” But Bradley shook his head. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.” The whole crowd seemed to be holding their breath and an audible sigh of relief could be heard as Bradley stepped onto the ladder behind Filan.

“Will someone please explain what on earth is going on?” Elder Adams said, still holding Tommy.

“It’s actually quite simple really,” Filan said as he reached the bottom of the ladder and helped Bradley off. “Both boys have been running round the village this morning causing all this havoc and mayhem.”

“Honest, sir, we haven’t,” Bradley said, looking at Tommy. “I don’t remember anything.”

“I was helping Bradley do his deliveries this morning, like I always do on a Saturday.” Tommy looked at Hannah as if he needed her to believe him above anyone else. “The next thing I know, someone said my name and I was here.”

“Me too!” Bradley agreed. “Except I was on the roof!”

“Hypnotised,” Filan stated.

“Hypnotised?” Elder Adams scoffed. “Just two boys playing a prank, more like it.”

“Honest, Elder Adams,” Tommy said, pleading. “We’d never do such a thing.”

“Reg? Mrs Buckley?” Filan called into the crowd that had already started to disperse. Bradley’s grandad and Tommy’s mum stepped forward. “Take the boys home, get them warmed up, hot soup and rest.”

“I’m sorry, Filan.” Reg looked downcast. “If I’d have known—”

“Don’t think on it, Reg.” Filan placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “It’s not his fault. I’ll pop by and see them both later, just to check there are no after effects.”

Reg and Mrs Buckley nodded, then led the two young lads away in silence.

The crowd was all but gone by then, leaving just a few stragglers and a rather red-faced Elder Adams.

“How dare you!” he said through gritted teeth. “I’m the longest serving elder now and it is not, nor never has been, your place to speak for this village.”

“When it comes to magic, my dear Adams, it is,” Filan said, unfazed.

“We’ll see what the Dream Maker has to say about this, shall we?” He thrust the black box into George’s hands. “Throw this useless thing away, will you, Kirk?” He turned in anger.

“Don’t disturb the Dream Maker, Adams. She’s grieving.” George laid a hand on his arm. “For once, just accept what Filan says. Whether you agree with it or not, he usually knows what he’s talking about.”

“Humph!” Elder Adams stormed off without a backwards glance.

“I’d best get off too.” Patrick nodded to them all before leaving.

“Inside, everyone,” Filan said, opening the door. The warmth of the house welcomed them in, and Josie felt utter relief at being once again out of the cold. A few minutes later and they were all de-cloaked, un-booted and sitting around the table with steaming bowls of soup and great chunks of freshly baked bread.

“Are you sure they were hypnotised?” Hannah asked, absently dunking bread into her soup.

“Positive, Hannah.” Filan nodded. “Their names were the words needed to wake them up.”

“And you think the Velvet Knight did it?” Filan nodded again. “Then surely he must have magic?”

“Perhaps,” Filan offered. “But anyone can learn hypnotism.”

“What about this box then?” They all looked at the wooden black box that had been placed in the middle of the table. It was perfectly square, intricately carved with the square pattern that was sewn in gold on the cuffs and collars of each elder’s clothes. “Thank goodness Adams didn’t give it a proper look.”

“The lock is very strange.” Josie picked it up. “It’s kind of the same shape as the square pattern but in 3D.”

A knock on the door brought everyone to attention. Being already on edge from the day’s events, they looked suspiciously around before Filan got up. Upon hearing the French accent of Lucy, everyone visibly relaxed.

“Nobody came back to tell me what was going on.” She was already wearing her elder’s clothes, usually a tunic and trousers, but hers was a beautiful chocolate-brown dress, pulled in at the waist with the gold interlocking pattern around the hem and cuffs, and a gold belt in the same pattern hanging loosely on her hips. Josie wished she could be that beautiful when she got older.

“We were just discussing this box.” George held it up for Lucy to see. “The lock is a rather strange shape, you see.”

“Oh my!” Lucy exclaimed. “Do you think this will fit?” She unclasped a gold chain from around her neck, and there on the end was a square-shaped golden key. No one spoke as Filan placed it in the key hole. Everyone held their breath as with a small click the box sprang open.


SOLVED AT LAST

“But how?” There was stunned silence all around, except for Josie. “How can you have had the key to open the box?”

“I’ve had this key since my father died, as he was given it when his father died,” Lucy explained. “I do not know how long it has been in my family, but it is many generations, I believe. My father told me to keep it with me at all times, that one day it would be important and to pass it on to my eldest child if I should never become Elder Berger.”

“I still don’t understand.” Josie shrugged, bewildered. “How can the Velvet Knight have known you would be here?”

“We have given him very little credit,” Filan said. “He has known things that even we didn’t know.”

“I’ll admit he must have known that the Berger family had the key, but no one could have predicted Arthur dying so suddenly,” George said.

“But the box didn’t appear till after Arthur died,” Josie said. “In fact, the box only appeared today, just after Lucy came.”

“You could be on to something there, Josie,” Filan agreed. “The last clue gave us nothing to go on at all. Perhaps it was just something to leave us with.”

“I see what you’re saying, Filan,” George said, nodding. “We could have been waiting years for the box. The Velvet Knight was clearly waiting until Lucy, or someone from her family, came here and then he sent us the box.”

“Really?” Hannah who had been quiet all this time interrupted sarcastically. “Are we really going to just talk about the how, the why, and the where?” She was met with four astonished faces. “Just look what’s inside the darn box, will you?”

“I completely forgot,” Filan said, looking a little sheepish. “We were so busy wondering—”

“Filan!” the other four called in unison.

“Okay.” He placed the now slightly open box on the table and lifted the lid. Everyone peered in at exactly the same time. The box was lined inside with thick black velvet. A black velvet bag tied with purple ribbon sat neatly next to another of the Velvet Knight’s scrolls. “Scroll or bag?” Filan asked, and all agreed on the bag.

“It’s a key!” Hannah said as Filan pulled out a larger replica of the key that had opened the box. It had the same strangely shaped prongs, but this time at the top end of the key was a purple crystal held in place by four gold bands that met at the top to form a kind of cage.

“What on earth is that for?” Josie asked.

“Let’s read the scroll and find out, shall we?” Filan untied the bow and unravelled the paper, reading it out loud:

“Here it is, the golden key

“I bet you thought that it was me.

“Alas, I’m not the Velvet Knight

“Just the one who guards its light.

“Keep it safe and locked away

“For you will need its light someday.

“And so it’s time for me to fly

“Until we meet again, goodbye.”

“Helpful!” Josie couldn’t help the tone that crept into her voice.

“Oh, but Josie, it is,” Filan said. “Don’t you see?”

She shook her head.

“The man we’ve been seeing isn’t the Velvet Knight. This key is the Velvet Knight.”

“I get that bit,” Josie mused. “Well, I think I do anyway. But we don’t know who he is or what this key is actually for?”

“We’ll know someday.” George placed a hand on her shoulder. “He’s told us that in the scroll.”

“We’ve found what we were looking for, and he says he’ll see us again,” Filan summarised. “So it’s just one of the many things to add to the pile of currently unanswered questions.”

“And you just accept that?” Josie couldn’t believe how calm Filan, Hannah and her grandad were being.

“I’m with Josie on this one.” Lucy spoke for the first time since the box had been opened. “How can you just accept it? I know very little of what’s been going on, though I’m sure you’ll tell me all about it, but how can you be so calm when really, all that’s been given to you is more riddles.”

Josie stared at Lucy, thinking that was exactly what she had wanted to say.

“When you’ve lived in Suncroft as long as we have, my dears, you get used to unanswered questions.” Filan placed the scroll and the key back in the box before locking it and placing the chain with the little key around his own neck. “All you can hope for is that all the answers will come to you in your lifetime. Otherwise….” He shrugged nonchalantly and headed out of the kitchen, the little box under his arm.

Lucy and Josie stared after him, looked over at George and Hannah who also shrugged their shoulders before getting up and leaving the newest Suncroft arrivals to their bewilderment.


A NEW TERM

The next morning, Josie awoke in a foul temper. She couldn’t believe that the events of the past few weeks had effectively just been swept under the carpet. She’d tossed and turned all night, trying to work out what was happening, who the cloaked man was, and what the key unlocked. Then she started thinking about other things. Why could she hear all the huskies in Suncroft? What was this Trial of Ages she was supposed to complete next year? In the end, Asher had moved off the bed and slept on the floor.

She tried to push the thoughts away, but she couldn’t. She’d even started thinking about Ainsley Adams and his so-called Protector Sabre, and it was then she wished she could do what the others did and just put it to the back of her mind. This going over and over was driving her crazy.

As usual, she had no idea what the time was but knew she was hungry and thirsty, so she headed down to the kitchen hoping that she hadn’t missed breakfast.

“I know she has to go home, George,” Josie heard Filan say as she passed by his study. She paused. “But we can’t protect her there.”

“She has to go today, Filan. We have no choice.”

She could hear the slight panic in her grandad’s voice and wondered what had happened.

“It just doesn’t give us any time to prepare.” She could hear Filan pacing around.

“Storm is there, and I’ll be around more,” George said.

“It’s not good enough, George.” Filan sounded worried. “We haven’t a clue what’s going on and we’re to leave her basically unprotected.”

Now Josie was getting worried.

“We’ll have to wipe her memory again, you know.”

“Do we really have to?” He sounded unsure. “Surely she’ll be better protected if she knows everything.”

“Morning, Josie,” Hannah’s voice called from the kitchen, and the study door immediately slammed shut.

“Morning, Hannah.” Josie walked into the kitchen and looked at Asher who had gone on ahead of her and given the game away.

“I sorry,” he said, his cockney accent thick in her head. “But there’s sausages.” He was sort of smiling up at her, the end of a sausage dangling out of his mouth.

“Looks like you’re off for home today.” Hannah placed a bacon sandwich in front of her.

“Today?” Josie feigned surprise. “Why?”

“Your parents are on their way to pick you up from the cottage as we speak.” That explained the urgency she’d heard in Filan’s voice. “Your grandad said we’ve got to get you back right away.”

“They’re not doing that mind wiping thing on me again.” Josie said, biting into her sandwich. “I won’t let them.”

“I’m sure they won’t.” Hannah busied herself with tidying, but Josie wasn’t so sure.

“Morning, Josie.” Filan came in and stood beside her. “Hannah’s told you the news then?”

“She has.” Josie wasn’t sad about leaving. She knew she’d be back soon. “And you’re not wiping my memory this time either.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Josie.” He placed a tender hand on her head. “Just need to turn your hair and eyes back to normal.” There was a warm rush of air followed by a stinging sensation in her eyes and Josie knew her red hair and green eyes were back. Her head suddenly felt foggy and she shook it as if trying to free her brain from something inside.

“Well, as long as you don’t, that’s all I’m saying.” She finished her sandwich and then headed upstairs. “I want to remember it all this time.”

“Oh, you will, Josie.” Filan nodded. “Next time you come.” But she didn’t hear the last part as the fog started to work and her memories of Suncroft started to fade once again.

The start of the new school term came quickly, and Josie walked into Finham Park with Becky and Sarah and a new-found confidence. They were Year 11s now, the top of the school, the last year. Well, as long as you didn’t count the two years of sixth form that was.

After registration, Josie and Becky headed off to their first lesson, French, while Sarah had history. The class was already inside but there was no sign of the teacher, so pupils were sitting on desks catching up with the past six weeks of gossip, as if they hadn’t seen it on Snapchat or Facebook already.

“Bonjour, class.” The French accent interrupted them all and they turned to stare at the newcomer.

“That’s not Mrs Rowe!” Becky said to Josie in a loud whisper.

The whole class stared open-mouthed at what was quite possibly the most beautiful woman Josie had ever seen. She was dressed in an exquisitely cut brown skirted suit with matching shoes that had red soles underneath.

“She’s wearing Christian Louboutin shoes!” Abbie in the front row remarked. No one had ever seen a teacher so elegantly dressed before.

“Sorry I am late, but I got a little lost, I’m afraid.” She turned to the white board and picked up a black pen, popping the top off with perfectly manicured nails. “My name is Luceon Berger.” She wrote her name as she spoke, then sat down at the desk. “Where is the register?” she asked the class. “And the books? Text books? Exercise books?”

The whole class looked blankly at her.

“C’est genant.” She stood up. “Talk quietly and I will be back as quickly as I can.”

Everyone knew exactly where everything was. Ashley had hidden them, as he always did on the first day of a new term. But no one spoke up as Miss Berger left the classroom. Josie felt sorry for her. She had instantly liked her, something familiar about the woman, but Josie knew she’d never met her before. She was looking forward to French now that Mrs Rowe had left.

“Ashley, what are you doing?” Abbie asked as Ashley was busy rubbing out the words on the board and writing something else instead. “It’ll be bad enough when Mr Hunt finds out you’ve hidden all the books again.”

But he didn’t listen, and a loud laugh erupted from the class as they saw what he had written.

Instead of the words Luceon Berger in the lovely flowing script, Ashley had re-arranged her first name and it now read No Clue.

THE END
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