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			Chapter 1 

			His concentration was total. One slip now would ruin the whole effect; hours of painstaking work would be wasted. He focused on the bright green face, the dark red eyes, edging the brush laden with white paint towards the left eye. A gentle dab. It was done.

			Jonathan Foster quickly dunked the paintbrush into the jam jar of water, carefully placing the model figurine on the workbench before him. Glancing at the two-inch figure checking everything was just right, he tore off a piece of toilet tissue from the roll he used for cleaning his brushes. Making sure the brush was free of paint, Jonathan dried it, slipping it into an old mug where he stored all his brushes, bristles uppermost.

			Then he studied his handiwork. Gashrak, goblin captain, splendid in his armour and red cloak, his sword glittering in his upraised fist. The touch of white in his dark eyes gave just the right amount of menacing evil that Jonathan had wanted to infuse into the model. The boy sighed with contentment, leaning back in the old captain’s chair he used in his modelling workshop.

			Workshop. The garage really, or at least, one of the corners, the one concession his father had begrudgingly made to Jonathan’s hobby.

			Miniature modelling.

			Not the boring aeroplanes most kids went for, nor boats, or racing cars. But fantasy models: elves, dragons, goblins, dwarves, and wyverns. Building scene after scene, miniature dioramas, vignettes.

			His end of the garage was full of minute scenes placed carefully on shelves that had once held jars of nails and tins of screws. He built each model with every ounce of loving care that Jonathan could muster, delicately carving every rock from polystyrene blocks, painted and weathered until they mimicked the real thing. Jonathan carefully sculpted all the trees: carving their branches from balsa wood and binding wire, layering the leaves in layer upon layer of wood chippings and small pieces of sponge, again coloured with detail that belied the end result.

			What of the figures? Vivid shades of blues, reds, and greens coloured the wood elves, the dwarves, and the evil goblins; their cloaks flowing, the armour burnished, and swords shining. Great heraldic shields thrust out in defiant defence. Each piece was perfect, all colours complementing the other, every detail precise, the figures forever frozen in their set pieces, brandishing their weapons in endless battles fought, won, and lost.

			Jonathan had purposely built the bases of the models to be interchangeable so he could make up different scenes and more exciting dioramas. The edges of the bases overlapped, the join invisible once he placed them together on what he lovingly called his “War Board”—a large piece of three-ply, four feet by four feet—which he sometimes laid on the garage floor, arranging his models, forming larger and larger scenes.

			His latest model, the one he had just finished, Gashrak, was to be the captain of the Goblin Legion of the Red Hand, a crack troop. At least, he would be once Jonathan managed to save the money to buy the rest of the figures. Jonathan picked up the miniature model and looked at it again, turning it carefully. It was exquisite; he had created the perfect expression.

			Suddenly, the side door of the garage flew open. Jonathan started, nearly dropping the model. His father stood framed in the opening.

			“Jon, for God’s sake! Your mother’s been calling you for the last ten minutes. Your tea’s ready.”

			“Sorry, Dad.” Hastily, but carefully, he put the figure on the shelf. “I’ll be right in.”

			“I don’t know what you see in those models. They can’t possibly be of any use.” His father grunted, closing the door.

			Jonathan heard him stomping up the garden path back to the house and sighed in relief. It was the same old story. The models were useless, pointless. There had been many arguments until Jonathan prudently learned to keep quiet and let his father have his say. Making sure his workbench was tidy with everything in its place, Jonathan switched off the light. He slipped on the padlock, snapping it shut. He then went in for tea.

			“It’s about time, young man.” His mother glanced up as he came into the kitchen.

			Jonathan smiled sheepishly. “Sorry Mum, didn’t hear you.”

			“A nuclear bomb could go off whilst you’re out there and you wouldn’t hear it,” she said. “Go on, wash your hands and sit down.”

			Jonathan was the image of his mother with dark brown, wavy hair, soft hazel eyes, and high cheekbones. His mother continually embarrassed him by telling her friends that he would be a heartbreaker when he got older. Unlike his mother, Jonathan was stocky, whereas she was petite. The sturdiness came from his father, a burly man who did not subscribe to the “thinking man’s world,” as he termed it.

			Richard Foster was bursting with activity: football, swimming, snooker, going out with the lads on Friday night. Oh, he was a good man, a faithful husband, and a caring, if indifferent, father. The family wanted for nothing. However, he could never understand Jonathan’s preoccupation with models, especially the “airy fairy” things on which Jonathan doted.

			The opposite end of the garage, which Jonathan doubted had ever been occupied by a car, had been converted into a small gymnasium. His father worked out there two or three times a week and had on numerous occasions tried to persuade Jonathan to participate. He hadn’t. Secretly, Jonathan had tested the weights when he knew his dad was down at the pub having a pint before Sunday lunch. He rapidly decided weight training was not for him.

			“So, what’re you making now?” Gavin, Jonathan’s younger brother, enquired as he sat down to eat.

			“Nothing special, just doing a bit of painting.”

			“Can I help you?” Gavin asked, spooning baked beans into his mouth.

			“Don’t think so.” Jonathan’s reply was short. “Finished it now anyway.”

			Gavin looked downcast. He was two years younger than Jonathan, his hair was lighter, and he had their father’s grey eyes and full mouth. To Jonathan’s way of reckoning, Gavin was nothing but a pain in the backside; always getting into his things, his books, his magazines, touching the few models he kept in his room. That rankled Jonathan.

			“Have you finished your homework?” demanded Richard Foster from the other side of the table.

			“Ages ago.” Jonathan tucked into the plate of beans on toast his mother had placed before him.

			“I hope so,” his father continued without looking up from the sports pages of the paper. “If I find you’ve been playing with those toys of yours without doing your homework, there’ll be trouble.”

			Jonathan paused, a forkful of beans in mid-air. He hated it when his father called his model’s toys. “Dad, they’re not toys, they’re model miniatures. And I don’t play with them, I make them.”

			“Whatever you do with them, just make sure you do your homework first, okay?”

			“Yes, Dad.” Jonathan sighed.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Welling was a lively suburb of London. Although situated in the southeast, in Kent, the sprawl of London was encroaching fast, beginning to swallow the town like a relentless monster, absorbing it, making it at one with itself.

			The Fosters had lived in Welling for the last ten years. Their semi-detached house was situated in a quiet, tree-lined avenue, one of dozens of avenues and streets that comprised the community. The high street was nothing special, just a typical, everyday, high street with KFC and McDonalds, plus the normal high street banks, of which all four were represented. The Co-op and Tesco’s grocery stores were side by side with various restaurants and myriad small shops, butchers, bakers, newsagents, and the like. Generally, Welling was unremarkable, quiet, and sedate, which is how the residents liked it.
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			Jonathan had eagerly waited for Saturday, the day he went to the model shop in Beckenham, The Model Workshop. There was a smaller place nearer, in Bexley, but it never stocked the full range of miniatures The Model Workshop was the only place where he could meet like-minded people, a place where, for once, he didn’t feel out of place. 

			Most of the other enthusiasts at the shop actually played war games with their models, Thunder Ax or Blood Storm, games that were similar to Dungeons and Dragons, only more complex, involving whole armies, complex strategies, and battle plans. Jonathan wasn’t interested in games; he preferred his dioramas, as did Adam, the shop manager. They would often discuss the pros and cons of various techniques or effects. Jonathan learned a lot from Adam’s expertise, though unknown to Jonathan, Adam was also learning from him.

			Jonathan was in his own magical world as he perused the astonishing array of models, all with their component parts. Tightly sealed in blister packs, hanging on row upon row of hooks, they were crowded on three of the shop walls, detailed treasures just waiting to be assembled and painted, ready to burst into life. Goblins, dwarves, elves, dragons, armoured mounted knights, banners, and regimental flags—everything the avid model maker could want. Jonathan had a particular model in mind, something a little more daring, a touch more intricate than he had attempted up to now. It was also more expensive. He stood in front of the boxed model, the colours on the lid enticing, the scene alluring, the price daunting. Only the more expensive models were boxed.

			“Hey, Jon, looking for something special?”

			Jonathan turned. A tall, fair-haired man approached him, smiling broadly.

			“Hello, Adam. Yeah, that.” Jonathan indicated the box directly in front of him.

			Adam picked it up. “The wyvern, good choice.” Adam frowned. “Do you realise it’s fourteen ninety-nine?”

			“Yeah, I know,” Jonathan replied ruefully. “I’ve got the money. I don’t know if I should, that’s all.”

			“Well, it’s up to you. For that kind of money, you could buy several of the smaller models,” suggested Adam.

			Jonathan bit his bottom lip, but he knew he’d already made up his mind.

			“No, I’ve got enough of those for now. I need something bigger to set off the rest of the scenes.”

			“And the wyvern is it?” Adam smiled. “Then the wyvern it is.”

			Jonathan grinned. “Yeah, I’ll have it.”

			“Fair enough. Come on, I’ll serve you myself. You haven’t brought any of your models in lately. Haven’t you anything new?” Adam said, leading Jonathan over to the counter.

			“Yeah.” Jonathan dug into his jeans for the cash, folded up tight, and jammed deep into the pocket. “But the last time I brought some in, they got a bit bashed about on the bus.”

			“Ah!” Adam said. 

			“And it always seems to be the fiddly bits that get broken.” He handed over his money.

			“Pity. Your models always cause quite a stir when we show them in the cabinet.”

			Jonathan’s face reddened. “That’s the other reason I don’t bring them in anymore.”

			“You shouldn’t be embarrassed! You should be proud of them. I wish I’d had your talent when I was your age.”

			 “Thanks,” Jonathan said, taking the bag and the penny change. “Maybe I’ll bring some in soon. Or maybe you could come round. You’re always welcome.”

			“I might just do that,” Adam said. “See you again.”

			[image: ]

			Jonathan carefully laid out the pieces of the newest model on his worktop, ten pieces in all, including the goblin warlord rider. His pleasure was obvious as he examined each piece of the wyvern, marvelling at the detail. The wings extended, the curved neck supporting a horned head with gaping jaws. The long, sinuous tail was barbed at the end, similar to a scorpion’s sting. The creature’s two rear legs were robust, ending in powerful clawed feet.

			Jonathan became lost in the reverie of what the finished model would look like and how it would fit into the overall scheme of his war board. Outside in the garden, he heard Gavin playing with Max, the family dog. An Old English sheepdog, Max was primarily Gavin’s. He had wanted to call the dog Ripper, or maybe Wolf. After some gentle persuasion from his mother, that those particular names didn’t really suit a sheepdog, Gavin finally plumped for Max. Their mother never knew that it was short for Mad Max after the latest Tom Hardy version of the titular movie character.

			Gavin was shouting and Max was barking loudly. Jonathan was deaf to the din as he busied himself with the models.

			“All right!” he breathed to himself and admired the scene he had created in his head.

			The wyvern would be perfect. Jonathan’s mind was already working on a suitable base, what rocks to use, what grasses, twigs, and colours. He couldn’t wait to begin.

			“Jon! Jonathan, can you hear me?”

			Jonathan’s shoulders slumped when he heard his father’s voice. He got up reluctantly, picking his way around the war board.

			“What?” he called, poking his head out the door.

			His father was standing on the back step. “Pardon?”

			Jonathan pulled a face. “Yes, Dad?”

			“That’s more like it. Did you go to the model shop today?”

			Jonathan frowned; a warning bell sounded in the back of his mind. “Uh, uh,” he said tentatively.

			“Did you buy anything?”

			Somehow Jonathan knew this meant trouble.

			“Er, yes, I did.”

			“I want you to bring it into the living room, right now.”

			“Dad, I was just about to start work on it.” 

			“Now, Jonathan.” Richard Foster turned abruptly and went back into the house.

			Grumbling to himself as he packed the model wyvern back into its box, Jonathan stepped out of the garage. He shot the bolt over, but didn’t lock it. Gavin watched him closely as he tramped down the garden path into the house. Both the brothers knew that the tone of voice their father used meant trouble.

			In the living room, Jonathan found his parents waiting for him. His mother had that “just had an argument” look. She regarded Jonathan regretfully. His father was sitting on one of the dining room chairs, his face grim.

			“Is that the model you bought?” he asked without any preamble.

			“Yes.”

			“Let me see.”

			Jonathan placed the box in his father’s outstretched hand. Richard Foster opened it.

			“I don’t believe it,” he said, showing the model to his wife. She gave it a perfunctory glance, then looked back at Jonathan.

			“What?” asked Jonathan, bewildered. “What’s wrong?”

			“This is what’s wrong, Jonathan,” Richard Foster said, picking up the plastic bag the model had been in. He fished out the receipt. He held out the model box and bill accusingly. “You paid fifteen pounds for this… this rubbish. I can’t believe you’d do such a thing.”

			Jonathan stood numbed by his father’s attitude, unable to understand his point. “I… I saved the money up,” Jonathan explained, he thought unnecessarily. His father knew he always saved up his pocket money for the things he wanted.

			“He doesn’t even see what he’s done, Rene.” He turned to his spouse, exasperated. “He wastes fifteen pounds on a model, and he thinks it’s all right.”

			“I think you’re being a little hard on him, Richard. It is his money, after all,” Jonathan’s mother tried to defend him.

			“But Rene, fifteen pounds!”

			“Dad!” Jonathan finally broke out of his stupor. “It’s not rubbish, it’s a wyvern. I needed it for my war board.”

			“You spend too much time on those models of yours. You ought to be out more, doing things, not stuck in a garage, day after day messing about with toys.”

			Jonathan straightened himself up, his youthful jaw stuck out defiantly. “They are not toys, they’re models. And I don’t want to go out ‘doing things,’ I’m happy as I am.”

			“So you think it’s all right wasting good money on something that is of no value to you whatsoever? What’s the point of it all? That’s what I want to know! What can you possibly get out of it?”

			“Richard!” Rene Foster said, shocked.

			This was an old argument, but Dad had never been so enraged before. Jonathan was both hurt and angered by his father’s insensitivity. He wanted to shout at him; tell him he had no right. He never told his father how to spend his money, on cigarettes, on drink, or on going out with the boys. It wasn’t fair.

			“Mum?” Jonathan looked at his mother for support.

			“Your dad’s right Jon. I wished you’d asked about it first,” she said.

			“But it was MY money. I earned it. I saved it up. Surely, I don’t have to ask permission on how to spend it?”

			“Now you watch your tongue!” Richard Foster shouted, rising to his feet.

			“Well, it’s not fair!” Jonathan yelled back. “It’s my money. You’ve no right!”

			With tears burning behind his eyes, Jonathan turned away, trying to stem the flow. He stared out of the window, vaguely aware that Gavin and Max were no longer playing in the garden.

			“Now listen, son,” his father said in a more placatory tone. “We know how much you enjoy your toys—models—and we wouldn’t want you to stop making them. But there are other things in life.”

			Though he heard the words, Jonathan wasn’t really listening. Gavin and Max weren’t in the garden. An unsettling thought knotted Jonathan’s stomach. The door to the garage hung open. Gavin and Max weren’t in the garden. Had he bolted the garage door?

			GAVIN AND MAX WEREN’T IN THE GARDEN!

			“Noooo!” Jonathan suddenly wailed. He rushed out of the room, startling his parents.

			“Jonathan!” his father yelled.

			Jonathan thundered down the short hallway, through the kitchen, bursting out of the back door like an express train. Without slackening his pace, he raced down the garden path. He could hear Max’s excited barking and Gavin’s worried cries. They were in the garage!

			Jonathan skidded to a halt, all but throwing himself through the open door.

			“Oh nooooo!” He sank to his knees amidst the carnage of his wrecked models.

			“I’m sorry, Jon, he wouldn’t listen. I tried to get him out,” Gavin explained, horrified at the escalating events, the words tumbling out of his mouth. 

			Max sat on the farther side of the garage, his stumpy tail working furiously, his tongue lolling stupidly from the side of his cavernous mouth.

			“Get him out! Get him out of here!” Jonathan bellowed.

			Gavin started, his face white.

			“I can’t. He won’t listen.”

			Jonathan leapt over the war board, grabbing the dog by the scruff of the neck.

			“Get out! Get out! Get out!” He forced the dog out of the door, wincing as he heard his precious models cracking underfoot. “You too! Out!” he yelled at his little brother.

			“Jonathan!” his father said sternly.

			“Look what they’ve done! Look at it!” Jonathan shouted, kneeling among the debris of his war board. “They’ve wrecked them! They’re all ruined.”

		


		
			Chapter 3

			“Jon, do you want some lunch?” Rene Foster asked gently.

			Jonathan had just finished gathering the remains of what was his pride and joy. He had grouped them and their relative parts along his workbench. Max and Gavin had left nothing complete.

			“No thanks, Mum. I think I’ll go for a walk,” he said miserably.

			“Gavin didn’t mean to break them, y’know?” she said, putting an arm around his shoulders.

			“I know,” Jonathan replied. “But he knows he shouldn’t come in here, especially when I’ve got them set out on the floor.”

			“He was just curious.” She smoothed some loose hair off his forehead.

			“Yeah,” Jonathan agreed, unconvinced. “What about Dad? Is he still mad at me?”

			“I don’t think so. He doesn’t mean it, Jon. He just doesn’t understand the attraction of modelling, especially your ones. Aeroplanes and ships maybe, but goblins and elves are a bit beyond him.”

			“But…” Jonathan was going to argue further. He stopped; his shoulders drooped. “What’s the use? I’m going for a walk.”

			The afternoon was bright as Jonathan made his way to Hadley’s Wood. The half-mile walk took him through the rear of the house and across the local Green Chain Walk. He often came here to collect twigs and branches for his models. Spring, summer, and autumn all had something different to offer; different coloured foliage helped to achieve some vibrant effects.

			But the boy’s mind wasn’t on constructing models at the moment. It was on his father’s harsh words. With his fists jammed deep into his pockets, Jonathan kicked furiously through the undergrowth. Why doesn’t he understand? What does he have against models in the first place? Jonathan shrugged. He’d never work it out; it was pointless trying. If he’d liked football or cricket or swimming, then there wouldn’t have been a problem. If he had spent fifteen pounds on a football season ticket, Dad wouldn’t have said a word. It was just because he’d spent it on models.

			He walked aimlessly, trying to erase his father’s words from his mind. He tried concentrating on the damaged models, on how to repair them, but that depressed him even more. Veering off the footpath, Jonathan headed towards the trees. It was hot and sultry; maybe it would be cooler beneath the shady branches. He wandered, deep in thought until he stopped abruptly, realisation gradually dawning that he didn’t recognise his surroundings. He frowned, puzzled. He thought he knew all of these woods.

			A sudden noise made him jump. He whirled around, smiling somewhat nervously at his own imagination. A plastic bag caught on a nearby bush rustled in the gentle breeze. He strolled on. Oddly, the little fright had lifted his battered spirits a little. He even began to enjoy the walk.

			He arrived at a small stream, no more than a trickle meandering through the undergrowth. Sitting on the bank, he gazed at the sluggish rill, watching a twig being buffeted along the watercourse, dodging clinging weeds and small rocks protruding from the stream’s bed. Jonathan began to relax. A dragonfly glittered in a shaft of sunlight. He watched the twig become entwined amongst the weeds; its progress halted. Jonathan just stared at it, his mind a blank, when a movement caught his eye.

			The mud, viscous and a whitish grey, oozed out from beneath a flat rock on the bank of the stream, sliding very slowly down the slight incline. Jonathan went for a closer look. The mud had a slight sparkle to it, gleaming and catching the dappled rays slanting through the branches like laser beams turning the woodland floor into a country patchwork quilt. Jonathan had never seen anything like the mud before. He wondered briefly if it could be dangerous. 

			Tentatively, he poked it with a fingertip, making a slight indentation on the mud’s slick surface. It felt like mud, only drier, with a rubbery texture. Feeling slightly braver, Jonathan scooped up a pea-sized ball on two fingers. Holding it to his nose, he rubbed it between his fingers. There was no odour, only a definite rubbery sensation.

			“Weird.”

			Reaching down, he scooped up a handful of the stuff, plopping it onto the flat surface of the rock. Unlike mud, the stuff came off his skin easily, leaving his hand clean, with no residue whatsoever. Kneeling by the rock, Jonathan divided the mud into three. He rolled one part into a ball, another into an oval. The third segment he shaped into a long sausage. This he broke into four equal lengths, moulding it all together to form a crude plasticene-type figure. He left the surplus mud on the rock beside him. He chuckled at the misshapen mud-man as it stood on wobbly legs. Using a twig, Jonathan gouged two holes for eyes, a small dig for a nose, and a gash for a grinning mouth.

			“Welcome to the world, Ugly,” he joked.

			Jonathan positioned Mudman into a running stance; surprisingly the mud maintained its integrity, holding position perfectly. He scouted around for another twig. Finding one, he placed it in the stump that passed as the right hand.

			“And here comes Christie on the final leg of the four forty!” Jonathan began commentating excitedly. “The rest of the field has been left standing as he sprints for the tape. Yes, it’s Christie! Christie does it again! Christie wins!”

			Jonathan half rose from the ground engrossed in his own imagination exuberantly punching the air; the race won.

			“Wha…?” he gasped in surprise, as Mudman took two faltering steps forward before falling onto his face.

			Jonathan leapt back in alarm, unable to believe his eyes. The figure lay motionless; the twig still clutched in its left hand. Left hand? Jonathan looked closer. Hadn’t he put the twig in the right hand? He wasn’t sure. Maybe Mudman had twisted as he fell. But that wasn’t possible. He was lying on his face. The twig was definitely in his left hand. How could it have moved?

			“Vibration. Had to be,” Jonathan said out loud, unconvinced. Vibration might have made it fall over, but take two steps? No way!

			Jonathan peered at the prone figure. It remained motionless. He poked it with a long, thin branch. Still, it didn’t move.

			“You’re losing it, Jonny Boy,” he said, trying to steady his nerves. “You’ll be seeing Bigfoot next.” Jonathan’s eyes flicked around the woodlands, as if to deny the thought.

			Picking up the remaining piece of mud, Jonathan was surprised to discover it was rock hard! He frowned, prodding the figure. His finger sank into the body—still pliable! Sitting back on his haunches, gazing at the figure on the rock, then at the hard ball in his hand, an idea slowly formed in his mind. Jonathan sprinted back up the slope to where he saw the plastic bag snagged on the bush. He unhooked it and hurried back to the stream. Kneeling by the flat rock, he scooped several handfuls of the mud stuff into the bag. Ensuring there was no leakage, he twisted the neck of the bag shut tight.

			Wait ’til Rudy sees this, Jonathan thought excitedly. If this stuff does what I think it does, it’ll knock his eyes out!

			Jonathan headed for home.

		


		
			Chapter 4

			“It moved?” Rudy’s tone was sceptical. “Took two steps?”

			“I know it sounds crazy, but I saw it! The baton changed hands too, as if preparing for an exchange to another relay runner.”

			“So, not only did it move, it had the brains enough to swap the twig to its other hand? Give me a break! Get real Jono, it’s a piece of mud!”

			“I know that!” Jonathan exploded indignantly. “But how do you explain it, then?”

			“Trick of the light, the rock moved, act of God! How do I know? It’s not me telling this cockamamie story.”

			Frustrated, Jonathan kicked at a can lying in the gutter. He had been so sure! But now, listening to Rudy, who he felt sure would believe him, somehow put it all in a more realistic light.

			Rudy was one of those people who always managed to be on the ball, yet laid back at the same time, apparently without any effort whatsoever. Nothing seemed to rattle Rudy. As far as he was concerned, peer pressure didn’t even exist; the words weren’t in his vocabulary. He did his own thing, in his own time, regardless of what anyone might think.

			Theirs was an unlikely friendship. Three years separated them, and about a foot in height. Rudy was tall for his age, with the promise of getting taller. A shock of white shoulder-length hair, bright blue eyes, and a permanent smile made it easy for Rudy to make friends. Jonathan didn’t know of a single person who didn’t warm to Rudy instantly. Rudy’s interest in Jonathan’s models wasn’t feigned either. He often marvelled at Jonathan’s work and was one of the few people Jonathan was prepared to show it to without embarrassment.

			The friendship was barely a year old; them having met at school. They had just sort of fallen in together, both loners doing their own thing. Like attracting like. The only downside was this was Rudy’s last year of school before he moved on to college. Jonathan tried not to think about that too much.

			“I think it’ll make a good filler though,” Jonathan said, changing the subject.

			“Look at your face. It’s down to your boots! Cheer up, mate. I’ll visit you in the loony bin!” Rudy laughed, a rich, infectious laugh.

			Jonathan tried to stop the smile from breaking out. With Rudy, that was impossible; his exuberant nature wouldn’t allow it. Within seconds, Jonathan was laughing too.
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			Jonathan sat in the back of the family Montego, Rudy’s words still ringing in his ears. Gavin was installed beside him; his mother and father up front, with Dad driving. They were on their way to Aunt Edie’s for Sunday lunch, which had come as a complete surprise to Jonathan. It seemed only last week they were there. It was also a bitter disappointment.

			He had hidden the bag of mud in the garage yesterday afternoon, keeping it well wrapped up to prevent it from drying. He removed some, thinking to use it to repair his models. Normally, Jonathan used modelling putty for the job, but putty was hard to use and difficult to manipulate into the desired shape or design. It was also expensive.

			It was the way the strange mud had set hard that had given him the idea. He dug out an old model goblin, a cheap, nasty thing that had been badly designed. Jonathan bought it years ago, before he had discovered The Model Workshop. He had never liked the model and had it stashed away in a box of junk.

			Jonathan looked at the broken models laid out and sighed. It was going to be a major job putting them together again. He was certain modelling putty wasn’t up to it, but maybe the weird mud was. There was only one way to find out. He broke the old goblin model into several pieces, then, with a combination of super-glue and mud, put it back together. Strangely, the figure looked better after the repairs than it had before, even without a paint job. Jonathan had left it overnight, hoping to get started again Sunday morning. However, he was thwarted by the surprise lunch at his aunt’s.

			“We still friends, Jon?” Gavin tentatively asked, breaking into his thoughts.

			Jonathan looked at his younger brother, who regarded him with big, grey, hopeful eyes. Jonathan half smiled, then grabbed Gavin round the head, pulling him close; the seat belt squealed.

			“I can’t be mad at you for long, you squirt.” He laughed.

			“Or Max?” Gavin asked. “We’re both sorry for yesterday.”

			“Forget it,” Jonathan said, releasing him. “Just stay away from my models, okay?”

			“Promise,” Gavin replied gravely. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

			“You’ll die all right! C’mere!” Jonathan lunged across at Gavin, tickling him in the ribs.

			Rene Foster glanced quickly behind, quietly smiling at her two sons roughing each other. Her husband caught her glance; he shrugged and then concentrated on his driving.
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			The day seemed interminable to Jonathan Foster. Usually, he enjoyed days spent at Aunt Edie’s. She always prepared numerous cakes and pastries with copious drinks. Her dinners were something else, especially her roast potatoes. She was seventy-one, but bustled about her house with the vigour of a forty year old, never staying still for longer than a few minutes. Mum said it was because Edie was used to being active. She had spent almost all her working life running pubs, three of them, in fact, in her long career as a landlady. She was always telling wonderful stories about the goings on in the pubs, about the characters she once knew, loving every minute of it. Jonathan loved to listen to her. But not today. Today his mind was on his models, even more than usual. And the mud, it had been so easy to use, pliable, smooth, and clean, welding the breaks and covering the cracks. He was eager to see how it had set.

			Finally, it was time to go. Jonathan tried his best to hide his impatience as Mum seemed to take ages saying her goodbyes to Aunt Edie. It took a massive amount of willpower not to run to the car, and Dad seemed to be purposely driving slowly, almost as if he knew Jonathan’s intentions the moment he got home. Thankfully, Gavin had tired himself out in Aunt Edie’s massive garden; he slept soundly on the seat beside him.

			Gazing out of the window, Jonathan watched the Essex countryside flow past. It would be dark by the time they got home. He hoped to slip away unnoticed to the garage; it would only take a minute or two. The lights of the city glowed as they crossed the Queen Elizabeth II River crossing at Dartford. Two hundred feet below, the Thames ran red as the sun went down. They passed through the tollgates, picking up the A2 motorway, and headed into Kent. It wouldn’t be long now.

			Their road came into view at last. Jonathan could hardly contain himself. Dad pulled into the drive.

			“You open up,” he said softly to his wife. “I’ll bring Gavin.” 

			Jonathan’s mother unlocked the front door, quickly stepping inside to disable the alarm.

			“Okay!” she called.

			Jonathan hurried in. His mother had gone into the kitchen; he heard water running into the kettle. Taking the garage key, he slipped through the living room and out the French windows into the garden. He fumbled with the garage lock, his fingers trembling with anticipation. Switching on the light, Jonathan gasped with delight. The goblin model looked fabulous! He picked it up, closely examining the repair work. He had excelled himself. A few coats of base paint, some subtle washes, a highlight here and there, and it would be perfect. It would be impossible to tell it had been broken at all.

			Testing the bond, Jonathan found the model to be solid. Strange, he thought, turning the model over in his hands. He was sure the figure had been smaller. It appeared to have greater detail: the already grotesque face uglier, the mouth twisted into a vicious snarl, the eyes leering. Still, it looked good. If only he could finish it tonight, but there was no way. He didn’t dare. Dad would kill him. Reluctantly, he put the model back on the bench as, with a last lingering look, he switched off the light, locking the garage behind him.
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			“Well, well, if it isn’t B.P. How’re you doing, mate? Made any good fairies lately?”

			Jonathan closed his eyes in despair when he heard the coarse voice. He stopped eating his sandwich, his mouth suddenly dry, making it impossible to chew. Justin Birbeck swaggered across the school playground, leering cockily as he sat beside Jonathan on the bench. Inevitably, Tim Norris and Andrew Landers, Birbeck’s cronies, were in tow.

			“Go away Birbeck,” Jonathan warned. “I’m not in the mood for you today.”

			“Now, is that any way to talk to your ol’ school pals, B.P.? After all, we’re your greatest fans.”

			Norris and Landers sniggered in the background.

			Stuffing the half-eaten sandwich back into his lunchbox, Jonathan stood up.

			“Whoa! Hold up.” Birbeck barred Jonathan’s way. “Where’re you off to in such a hurry?”

			Jonathan took a deep breath, silently counting to ten, looking at the large boy leering in front of him. Greasy, shoulder-length hair hung lank across an adolescent, spotty forehead; his thick mouth held a seemingly permanent sneer across his rubbery lips. His eyes were small, dark, and mocking.

			“What do you want, Birbeck?” Jonathan said, not bothering to hide the exasperation in his voice. “I’ve got things to do.”

			“Just wanted to know how your fairy toys are coming along,” jeered Birbeck, grinning.

			Jonathan couldn’t help noticing a small remnant of his lunch wedged between the front teeth.

			“Hilarious! You know, Birbeck, if you had half a brain you’d be dangerous. Now, if you don’t mind.” Jonathan stepped past the bully.

			“Oh, but I do mind.” Birbeck sounded menacing and shoved Jonathan hard.

			Jonathan staggered back, dropping his lunch. Glaring, he turned to face Birbeck.

			“Any time, B.P., any time.”

			It was a tense moment. Jonathan knew he could take the bully, but with the other two loitering in the background, he wasn’t so sure, his fists were clenched at his sides; he knew Birbeck wasn’t going to back off.

			“Hey, Jono, how’s it hanging?”

			Rudy sauntered across the playground, a big grin plastered all over his face. Birbeck glared at him as he strode by, recognising a natural enemy. Rudy totally ignored him. Jonathan visibly relaxed.

			“Birbeck! Didn’t notice you there, man. Pulled the wings of any good flies lately?”

			Birbeck bristled. “Butt out, Daniels, this has got nothing to do with you.”

			Rudy looked blank. “Did I interrupt something?” He looked at Jonathan.

			“It’s nothing. Justin was just going. Right, Justin?”

			Birbeck tensed, his pig-like eyes hard and vicious. For a brief moment, Jonathan thought he was going to take a punch at Rudy until he realised, no way! Birbeck was a bully, a coward, finding safety in numbers. He wouldn’t face off with a bigger boy, especially someone like Rudy. 

			Rudy was inoffensive and quiet, but he carried an air of confidence about him that made it quite clear he could look after himself in any situation. Quiet power, Jonathan called it. 

			“All right, break it up,” thundered a voice.

			Birbeck immediately relaxed, a practised art, as Mr. Steiner, the history teacher, strode up to them.

			“What’s going on here?”

			Birbeck smiled disarmingly. “Nothing, Sir. Just a friendly disagreement, nothing to worry about.”

			“Foster? Daniels?” The teacher looked at the two friends.

			Jonathan shot him a glance, then glared back at Birbeck. The bully had plagued him for as long as he could remember, a torment that became worse when Birbeck discovered Jonathan’s love of modelling. The bully took great delight in spreading rumours at school, such as Jonathan being interested in Barbie dolls, Teddy bears, and the like. He also persisted in calling him B.P. or Blue Peter, after a long-running magazine programme for children on television, often chanting the programme’s catchphrase, “And here’s one I made earlier,” at every given opportunity.

			“It’s okay, Sir,” Jonathan said stiffly, his eyes never leaving Birbeck. “Birbeck was just giving me a lesson on how to be a moron.”

			Rudy suppressed a grin that threatened to split his face; he slyly elbowed Jonathan in the ribs. Birbeck bristled at the jibe, maintaining his smile with difficulty, a smile that didn’t quite reach his piggy eyes.

			“He will have his little joke.” He beamed at Steiner.

			“Yes, well, the bell is about to go. You’d better get to your classes.”

			“Yes, Sir,” Jonathan said. He winked at Birbeck. “See you later.” He mouthed the word moron as he walked away. Grinning, Rudy went with him.

			“You can count on it,” the bully called after him.

			The three boys watched as Jonathan entered the school building. Anger was written all over Justin Birbeck’s face.

			“You gonna let him get away with that, Just?” asked Norris.

			“What d’you think?” Birbeck spat. “He’s going to regret calling me a moron. Wait and see.”

			“What’re you gonna do?” Landers almost fawned. He was the wimp of the trio.

			“I don’t know, but when I do B.P. will be the first to know, and you can bet your life that grinning fool Daniels won’t be around to help him.”
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			“Thanks,” Jonathan said as they walked along the corridor.

			“Birbeck’s a nugget,” Rudy answered. “It might be a good idea to keep away from him though. The boy’s not all the ticket.”

			“A brick short of a full load,” Jonathan replied.

			“A can short of a six-pack.”

			“A sandwich short of a picnic.”

			“The lights on, but no one’s home.”

			“His elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top.”

			“If he had twice the sense he’s got now, he’d still need ten times as much to be a half-wit!”

			It was too much for Jonathan; his giggles became full-blown laughter. Rudy laughed right along with him.

			“Hey, I’ve had an idea,” Rudy said as they passed the student lockers. “Wait here.”

			He hurried off, leaving Jonathan somewhat puzzled. Rudy returned moments later, clutching something in his hand.

			“This is Birbeck’s locker, isn’t it?” he asked.

			“Yeah, but… why?” Jonathan was even more puzzled.

			“Just a little surprise for our bullying friend. Keep an eye out,” Rudy said conspiratorially.

			He turned to the locker, ran his fingers over the metal door, and then thumped it with his fist. To Jonathan’s surprise, the locker popped open.

			“How…?”

			Rudy waved him to silence as he fumbled inside the locker. Seconds later, he closed the door, put his shoulder to it and it clicked shut.

			“How did you do that?” Jonathan said as Rudy ushered him away.

			Just then, the bell to end recess sounded.

			“Tell you later.” Rudy grinned. “Let’s watch. Here come Birbeck and his mates…”

			Several pupils entered the corridor, among them swaggered Birbeck, Landers, and Norris. Wondering what was going to happen, Jonathan watched as Birbeck reached his locker, pushing other pupils out of his way with a sneer. He fitted the key into the lock, twisted, and heaved the door open.

			Birbeck’s scream reverberated through the entire corridor as the bony skeletal hand seemed to leap out of the locker and fasten itself to his chest. Backpedalling frantically, trying to slap the thing off his chest, Birbeck went sprawling over a book bag lying on the floor behind him. He made quite a spectacle as he rolled on the floor, his arms and legs akimbo. The skeletal hand hung by a piece of string attached to the locker door, twisting lazily like a calcified spider hanging from a silken web.

			After a brief moment of absolute silence, the corridor exploded into laughter. Even Landers and Norris couldn’t help themselves as Birbeck leapt indignantly to his feet, his face red. He snatched the hand from the door, glaring about the mocking crowd accusingly.

			Laughing, Rudy and Jonathan slipped away without Birbeck seeing them.

			“Where did you get the hand?” Jonathan asked between giggles.

			“Biology lab, took it off Old Cedric, Miss Harvey’s pet skeleton. Did you see Justin’s face? He thought a ghoul had jumped out of his locker and got ’im!”

			“Gotta hand it to him though, he made a right prat of himself!”

			“Make no bones about that!”

			Jonathan began laughing again. “No, don’t.” He held his ribs. “I can’t take anymore!” He had laughed so much his sides were beginning to hurt.

			“Seriously though.” Rudy tried his best to speak through his own giggles. “Birbeck can be a nasty piece of work. You just watch your back, okay?”

			Still laughing, Jonathan nodded. He’d probably suffer all afternoon, but the look on Birbeck’s face was worth aching sides.

			If he had known what was coming, perhaps Jonathan wouldn’t have laughed so much…

		


		
			Chapter 5

			It was incredible! He hadn’t realised there was so much detail. The curving, bulging musculature of the arms and legs, the snarling mouth and thick lips, now painted bright red, the sharp white teeth with two lower canines, long and pointed, overlapping the thick upper lip the forked purple tongue, just visible in the gaping maw.

			Jonathan sat back and studied the goblin, a mere three inches high. He had begun painting it straight after school. It had been so easy, felt so right. The flesh was dark green, almost black. With a bright red slash across the eyes, which were also red, subtlety gloss varnished and dotted with white to give a moist, realistic effect. A trick he had learned from Adam. He then lined the eyes with matt black to highlight them. It all worked wonderfully. The goblin’s gaze seemed to follow his every move.

			There were other details of which Jonathan was gradually becoming aware of. The gold earrings in the goblin’s pointed ears, a gold ring in his flared nostrils. There was a war mace stuck in a wide leather belt, and intricate mail worn beneath the silvered armoured breastplate.

			The figure was frozen in a pose of creeping stealth, a huge scimitar clenched in the right fist, the long curving blade culminating in a wicked point. The detail continued down to the heavy, iron-studded boots, where even the rope laces were clearly defined.

			Jonathan distinctly remembered discarding the model because of its lack of detail. Could he have missed so much? He obviously had, because the finished model was truly magnificent. The paint had covered the mud perfectly; there was no sign of joins or cracks. Unfortunately, the goblin was too big to use with the other models. There was no way it could blend in with his present scenes.

			In a grotesque sort of way, the goblin was beautiful, an intricate modelling masterpiece. Jonathan couldn’t believe he had managed such a thing. He placed it up on the shelf to dry properly, turning his attention to the models Gavin had ruined. There was no doubt about it. The mud had been a lucky find. The broken pieces would be like new, providing the mud worked on base metal as well as plastic. 

			Jonathan suddenly realised that the goblin had been wholly plastic whereas more modern models were both a mixture of plastic and base metal parts, or entirely base metal. He remembered Adam once told him that the manufacturers found that you could get finer detail using base metal.

			He set to. All the while he worked, carefully placing the broken pieces together to judge the fit; his eyes kept straying back to the goblin. It was creepy how those crimson eyes appeared to stare at him, concealing a hidden intelligence within their bloody depths. Jonathan shivered involuntarily, turning back to the work in hand. 

			Regardless of how much he concentrated on gluing and sticking, he found, over and over again, his gaze returning to the grinning goblin. He felt as if he were being watched.
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			Tuesday went by without incident, the boring routine of school, breaks, and lessons dragged by. The afternoon continued with two periods of math and a final period of religious education, Jonathan’s favourite. He liked it marginally less than gargling nitric acid!

			He raced home, tearing into the house and dumping his bag in the hallway.

			“Hold it, young man!” his mother called from the kitchen doorway. “Does that belong there?”

			“Oh, Mum, two minutes. I’ll be right back,” Jonathan pleaded.

			“Like you were last night? I don’t think so. Upstairs and get out of that uniform. By then, it’ll be time for tea.”

			“Mum?” He looked longingly towards the garage.

			“Now, Jonathan.” Rene Foster was insistent. “Have you any homework?”

			“Some.” He slouched over to his bag and snatched it up.

			“What does that mean?”

			“I’ll do it now.” Jonathan was desolate. He trudged up the stairs. Sometimes, he thought, mothers can be a right royal pain!

			As Jonathan tried to concentrate on his science books, Gavin wandered into the room.

			“You wanna play?” he asked hopefully.

			“Not now, Squirt.” Jonathan sighed. “I’ve got to finish this.”

			“After?” Gavin pleaded.

			“Maybe.”

			“All right,” Gavin conceded sadly. “See ya.” With his head down, he shuffled out of the room.
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			Jonathan switched on the garage light. He didn’t have long; tea was almost ready. He shouldn’t even be out here, but he couldn’t wait any longer, the suspense was killing him. The first thing he saw was the goblin staring at him, still grinning. The look was disturbing.

			“What d’you think it would be doing?” he said to himself as he sat down.

			With difficulty, he tore his eyes away from the figure and started to inspect the two models he had repaired the previous day. They were amazing. Again, the mud had done a perfect job. A bit of paint, some varnish, and no one would ever know they had been damaged.

			“This,” Jonathan enthused, “is awesome.”
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			Rene Foster looked up from the chopping board where she was slicing carrots.

			“Hello, Love, you’re early.”

			Richard Foster came over and kissed her on the cheek.

			“Not a lot on.” He glanced at the board. “What’s for dinner?”

			“Lamb chops, be about forty minutes.”

			“Great.” He got a beer from the fridge. It hissed as he pulled the tab. “Where’re the kids?”

			“Gavin’s watching television…”

			“…and Jonathan’s in the garage,” he finished the sentence for her. The tone in his voice was unmistakable.

			“Richard, it’s all right, it’s a harmless pastime,” Rene said, dumping the carrots into a pan of water.

			“That’s not the point, Rene,” he replied. “It’s models morning, noon, and night. It’s like he’s got no time for anything else.”

			“It’s his hobby.”

			“HOBBY?” Richard said sarcastically. “It’s more like an obsession!”

			“He just gets wrapped up in them, that’s all.” She moved over to her husband, who was staring out the window towards the garage. She wrapped her arms around his waist from behind, resting her head on his back. “I remember a young man who used to do nothing but ramble on about football all day and night.”

			“All night?” he said over his shoulder.

			“Well, most of the night,” she returned coyly.

			Richard Foster sighed.

			“At least it was healthy,” he muttered.

			“And so is Jonathan. He’s always off for walks up to the woods, or out on his bike.”

			“Yeah, but on his own, where are his mates? Hasn’t he got any?”

			“He’s happy on his own. Believe me, if his models affected his schoolwork, or made him morose, I’d put a stop to them myself. Anyway, he sees that Daniels boy quite a lot, they get on well.

			“And all we get are good reports from school, his homework is always marked above B, with one or two As, so we can’t complain about his hobbies, can we? Besides, have you ever really looked at them? They’re works of art. You ought to be proud of him, not worried.”

			“I guess so,” Richard said, turning around in her arms and pecking her on the lips. “I’ll look in on Gavin.”

			Taking his beer, he went into the living room and found Gavin sprawled on the floor, using Max as a pillow and watching television.

			“Hello, Squirt, what you watching?”

			Without looking away from the TV screen, Gavin raised his hand in greeting.

			“’Lo Dad, nothing much.”

			Max barely twitched an eyelid.

			As Richard watched, a commercial break interrupted Gavin’s programme.

			“Oh, wow! You gotta see this, Dad, it’s wicked!” Gavin exclaimed, abruptly sitting up.

			The screen displayed a huge warehouse, painted bright red, yellow, and blue with seemingly acres of glass. A garishly coloured sign, compromised of stylised neon tubing stretching across the massive double doors, proclaimed it to be “The Universe of Toys.”

			A man, attired in a gaudy, dark green, sequined jacket enthusiastically exhorted the virtues of the new toy store soon to open in Swanley. Beside him stood a seven-foot statue of a barbarian warrior brandishing a huge sword. The immobile face was frozen in an eternal yell, black hair flying.

			“That’s Bann Greatsword, Warrior of Light,” Gavin excitedly informed his father. “His sword is magic ’cause of the Star Gem in the handle. It can kill all his enemies or make his friends better by turning the Star Gem around.”

			“Really?” Richard Foster smiled. “And is he really that tall?”

			“Nah,” Gavin answered seriously, missing the joke. “That’s just a statue. Can we go there, Dad? It opens on Saturday.”

			“We’ll see. Meanwhile, go and wash up; dinner will be ready in a while.”

			Gavin hurried out of the room as soon as the commercial for The Universe of Toys was over, and closely followed by the ever-present Max. Richard Foster shook his head, half smiling to himself. One son wrapped up in models of dragons and dwarves and God knows what else, the other getting excited about seven-foot-tall barbarian warriors. He sighed heavily, taking a sip of beer.

			“I must be getting old,” he muttered to the air.

		


		
			Chapter 6

			Jonathan woke with a start. For a few disorientated seconds, he didn’t know where he was. He stared about wildly, his heart thumping. 

			“Jeez!” he groaned, rubbing his eyes in amazement.

			He’d fallen asleep in the garage! He was still sitting in his chair with the light on. His back was stiff, and his legs numb. Jonathan got up jerkily, his coordination temporarily deserting him. Quickly, he moved away from his workbench, nervously running his hand through his hair.

			How could he have fallen asleep? He’d never, never done that before during the day, not even indoors, let alone out here. He glanced at his watch: six o’clock. He’d come out at four fifteen, just as it was getting dark. It was pitch black outside now. He didn’t even remember feeling tired.

			Then he saw the models lined neatly up on the shelf. All repaired, all of them! He peered closer. He couldn’t remember doing any of them. Yet, here they were, as neat as you please, drying on the shelf awaiting a new coat of paint. They looked great, so lifelike, even in their half-painted state. Gingerly, he took one of the figures down: an elf. It was perfect, the contours, the armour, the little sword, all perfect. But he couldn’t remember doing the work!

			“This is crazy,” Jonathan breathed.

			He looked at the other models. So much repair work and no memory of doing any of it. His gaze followed along the row of elves, dwarves, skeletons, and lastly, the goblin, still grinning.
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			By the end of the week, the models were all repaired, painted, and reset in their respective scenes, looking better than ever. Jonathan couldn’t help admiring his work; as immodest as that sounded, they seemed to shine. He hadn’t encountered a single hitch. The work had gone so smoothly, it was amazing.

			Tomorrow was Saturday. Jonathan decided he would take three of the best examples to show Adam and gauge his reaction. He had selected the models he would take. They were already packed and ready to go. Satisfied everything was in order, Jonathan tidied up and went to the garage door.

			One last look around before turning out the light. His eyes met the eyes of the goblin standing on the shelf. Jonathan stared at it for a few moments; the glaring goblin eyes continued to disturb him; somehow, they were too real! Like malevolent glowing coals, they burned deep in their dark sockets, almost as if a mocking evil lurked there. Jonathan shivered; shrugging off the odd feeling, he flicked off the light and went indoors.
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			Jonathan carried the box as if it contained an unexploded bomb. He wanted Adam to see the models and really valued his opinion, but he loathed bringing his precious pieces out of the safety of the garage. Not that the garage had been that safe of late! Thankfully, he was almost at the shop.

			“Jonathan! Good to see you,” Adam greeted him warmly as Jonathan entered the shop. “And you’ve brought models! Come on, set them here, and let’s have a look.”

			Jonathan glanced with embarrassment around the shop. It was early; customers were sparse; the game tables deserted. Gently, he placed his precious burden down on the counter where Adam had cleared a space.

			“I’ve only brought a few,” he explained.

			“Doesn’t matter,” Adam said, slipping the lid off the box. “It’s always a pleasure to see your work. I only wish we could convince you to do some here in the shop.”

			At the rear of the shop, in a quiet corner, Adam had set up a small workstation where anybody could sit and make a model, the finished product to be displayed in the shop. Some of the work produced by the kids was quite remarkable, though none, or so Adam secretly thought, had Jonathan’s natural talent.

			“Jonathan, these are great!” Adam gasped, carefully raising a model out of the box, coincidentally Jonathan’s current favourite, the woodland elves.

			Adam lifted out a second figure; a catapult that hurled skulls, attended by undead, skeletal warriors. Adam placed it by the first model on the counter. He reached into the box again.

			“This is magnificent, not like your usual work,” he remarked, lifting the model clear of the box.

			Jonathan, who had been perusing the cover of the shop’s latest modelling magazine, glanced across. He started violently when he saw what Adam was admiring. For a second, he couldn’t believe his eyes. How had the goblin got there? Jonathan looked into the empty box, then back at the goblin. It seemed to grin at him menacingly.

			“He’s beautiful. But you didn’t buy him here, did you?” Adam said reproachfully.

			“Er… no, no I didn’t. It was one I had ages ago. I never liked it. I found it in a box a few days ago and I just thought I’d try and see what I could do with it,” Jonathan stammered, still amazed. “It’s just a cheap plastic thing.”

			“Well mate, you did great! It looks incredibly real.” Adam continued to examine the goblin. “The facial expression is fantastic. You’ve got it just right, and those eyes, wow!”

			“That was a tip I got from you,” Jonathan said.

			Gavin! It had to be Gavin. He must have gone into the garage to look at the models and put the goblin in the box by mistake instead of the dwarf scene.

			“I never captured the effect like that!” Adam said. “They follow you around as if he’s really looking at you. You must let me put them in the case, just for a while. A week! What d’you say?”

			“I don’t know…” Jonathan said reluctantly. He suddenly wished he hadn’t brought in the models.

			“Come on, Jonathan, I’ll be especially careful with them. Say yes.”

			“Okay,” Jonathan agreed. “But only for a week.”

			“Great!” Adam said. “The kids are going to love these!”
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			All the way home, Jonathan felt as if he had lost something. There was a hard lump in his stomach; his head throbbed with a dull ache. Twice, he had the urge to go back to the shop and tell Adam there had been a mistake; he couldn’t leave the models after all. But common sense prevailed, and he stopped himself, just.

			As soon as he got home, he hurried out to the garage.

			“Oh no,” he groaned when he saw the smashed model on the workbench, hidden behind an old clay vase he used to store his larger brushes.

			For long moments he stood, unable to take in the carnage! The dwarf scene was in pieces, smashed beyond repair.

			The dwarf king’s throne; the meticulously crafted marble steps; the golden lions; hours of work, gone.

			“Not again,” Jonathan said despairingly.

			It was obvious what had happened. Gavin had come in, looked at the model, dropped it, and panicked, replacing it in the box with the nearest model to hand, the goblin.

			Jonathan sifted through the wreckage when it suddenly dawned on him. The dwarf figures… They weren’t there! There had been five of them, the dwarf king and four bearers, but they were gone.

			He looked around the worktop, under the bench, and scoured the floor. There was no sign of them. The rest of the model was scattered on the bench. It didn’t make sense. Why would Gavin hide the figures? Jonathan hurried from the garage; two of the larger pieces of the shattered model clutched in his hand. He found his mother in the kitchen.

			“Mum, look,” Jonathan said, holding out the pieces.

			Rene Foster looked down at Jonathan’s hands, then back at his distraught face.

			“What have you done?”

			“Not me, Gavin. He’s been in the garage again and broken one of my models.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Well, it’s broken; this is all that’s left,” Jonathan said tightly. “Who else could have done it?”

			Rene paused for a second then went to the kitchen door. “Gavin! Will you come here for a second?”

			“What d’you want?” Gavin’s voice floated back.

			“Come here please, now!

			Gavin stomped into the kitchen.

			“Gavin, I want to ask you something. Have you been in the garage tonight?”

			The boy looked at his mother, then at Jonathan standing silently accusing, the piece of broken model clearly visible in his hand.

			“No,” Gavin replied, the colour draining from his face.

			“You must have!” Jonathan suddenly blurted out, unable to contain himself any longer. “Look what you did!”

			“That’s enough!” Mrs. Foster snapped; turning back to Gavin, her face softened. “Now I want the truth. Did you break Jonathan’s model?”

			Gavin looked hurt, tears welling up in his eyes. “No, I didn’t! I’d never do that,” he choked.

			“I’m not saying you meant to,” soothed Mrs. Foster. “I’m asking if you did it by accident.”

			“No. Honest, I haven’t been in the garage, really, I haven’t.”

			“All right, all right, go back to your television. Go on, it’s okay.”

			Gavin shot a wronged expression at his brother, stuffed his hands into his jeans, and shuffled dejectedly out of the kitchen.

			“Mum.” Jonathan was at a fever pitch.

			“If he says he didn’t do it, Jonathan, then we have to believe him,” she said. “Are you sure it couldn’t have fallen down?”

			“No, some of the figures are missing. Someone did it on purpose.” He gazed forlornly at the pieces in his hands. “I can’t even repair it without the dwarves.”
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			Dinner was a sombre affair, the only conversation coming from Rene and Richard Foster. The two boys ate in stony silence. As soon as the meal was finished Jonathan asked to be excused. He returned immediately to the garage. Sitting at his bench, Jonathan felt no inclination to do anything.

			“Jon?” came a quiet voice behind him.

			He didn’t have to turn to know Gavin was standing there.

			“Jon? I didn’t break your model. Honest, not even by accident.”

			Jonathan hung his head, feeling a little ashamed. Closer examination of the model had revealed that it had been deliberately broken, forced apart, and stomped on. Whatever pain in the backside Gavin was, he’d never do anything as spiteful as that.

			“I know, Squirt,” Jonathan said quietly. “But someone did.”

			Jonathan turned to his younger brother, holding out his arms. Hesitantly, Gavin came forward. Abruptly, impulsively, Jonathan pulled him close and hugged him.

			“I’m sorry I blamed you.”

			“’S all right,” Gavin said. “And if you find out who did it, I’ll help you get him,” he added fiercely.

			Jonathan held him away, keeping a grip on his slim shoulders.

			“You reckon?” He smiled.

			“Yeah,” Gavin said. “You hold him, and I’ll hit him.”

			Jonathan laughed. “You thug!”

			“Can I have this?” Gavin asked, spying a piece of the sparkling mud on the workbench.

			Jonathan cocked an eyebrow at him. “I guess,” he said. “Make sure you keep it covered or it will go hard, and if you make a mess with it, I’m not going to take the blame.”

			“I won’t,” Gavin assured him, picking up the piece of mud, throwing it into the air, and catching it baseball-style with one hand.

			“Come on, let’s go in.” Jonathan got up. “There’s nothing I can do out here tonight.”

		


		
			Chapter 7

			Adam French looked at his watch for the umpteenth time since he had left Susie’s, cursing silently under his breath, he knew he shouldn’t have stayed; now he was late. He pulled into the driveway of the house, switched off the engine, and hurried inside to shower and change.

			Fifteen minutes later, he was on the road again, heading for the shop in Beckenham. The shop had been bedlam on Saturday; word had spread about the lifelike models displayed—Jonathan’s models. Everyone admired them, young and old alike. The shop had done a brisk day’s business, as Adam had hoped they would, all thanks to Jonathan’s remarkable skill.

			He made a mental note to contact Thunder Ax, the franchise’s magazine, about Jonathan. It was not unknown for them to recruit youngsters, when they were old enough, into the franchise system. He also made a mental note to reward Jonathan for allowing him to display the models. Adam knew Jonathan wasn’t looking for rewards of any kind; he never even expected them. But his models had brought in valuable business to the shop, and that deserved recognition. Who knows? Maybe it would prompt Jonathan to display more of his models. It could only be good for the shop!

			Adam almost envied Jonathan his talent.

			He was an avid model maker himself, his main reason for applying for the job at The Model Workshop nine years ago. Fantasy model-making had been in its infancy then. He joined the organisation as a junior assistant. Seven years, he worked to get himself noticed until finally he succeeded and was rewarded with a shop of his own, Beckenham. From there he had gone from strength to strength, putting forward suggestions and implementing innovations that both increased the shop’s popularity and its turnover.

			It was he who first suggested game tables be provided by the shops, where kids could come in and play the war games with models and figures supplied by the shop. It was a short step from that to kids bringing their own model armies to be pitted against one another on the tables; armies bought at The Model Workshop. Working with the kids was great, advising them on the rules of the games, and the subsequent updates of those rules, as the games were almost living, breathing entities. Workshop designers were constantly creating new characters; new elements were created within the games, needing updated rules. That’s what made the game so exciting, that’s what inspired the kids’ imaginations.

			The armies could be composed of anything the kids, and some adults, wanted. Elves, dwarves, Eldar, goblins, the only rule being a clear division between “good” and “evil.” In his nine years, especially the latter years, Adam had seen some pretty imaginative armies created.

			He never ceased to be surprised by the inventiveness of the kids. Some of the landscaped pieces were truly amazing. None of them matched those produced by Jonathan Foster who, Adam just realised never actually played the games, preferring to just make the models themselves as free-standing exhibits.
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			Adam manoeuvred into the shop’s car park situated at the rear of the cinema. Grabbing his bag, he locked the car and made his way round to the front onto Beckenham High Street. His watch said nine forty-five. None of the staff would arrive for fifteen minutes. He fumbled in his jacket for the keys as he approached the shutters. He unlocked the three security deadlocks, and then the Yale, pushing the door open and hurrying towards the alarm shut off at the rear. He had thirty seconds.

			As he crossed the shop floor, something crunched and crackled beneath his feet, like gravel. In the semidarkness, he could not quite make out what it was. Quickly putting down his bag, he opened the small cupboard and switched off the alarm. 

			The neon tubes flickered in the white glare that followed Adam’s eyes grew round at the wreckage strewn all over the shop’s carpeted floor.

			“What the hell!” he moaned. Dozens of empty blister packs littered the floor.

			The game tables were awash with plastic packages. The walls were stripped bare. The myriad hooks, empty.

			“What on Earth?” Adam swore to himself.

			Adam slowly realised all the packages were empty, all the models gone. He picked up a few, examining them more closely. The packaging had been sliced open, and the contents removed. He looked about the shop; there were none to be seen. However, there were dozens of empty tubes of plastic glue and superglue lying amongst the debris covering the floor and game table, all squeezed dry.

			Bewildered, Adam picked up an empty tube of adhesive, cursing as it stuck to his fingers. This didn’t make sense! Sudden fear crackled through him as he saw the door leading to the rear of the building ajar. He remembered closing it before he left on Saturday. There was a storeroom, with a toilet and a small kitchenette back there, with a rear access door and windows!

			Adam’s first reaction was to call the police. He picked up the phone, hesitated, then put it back down again. Maybe it would be better to check around first. It would be very embarrassing if the police came in heavy-handed and found no one. On the other hand, Adam didn’t really want to investigate on his own. Sharing the shop with would-be burglars wasn’t an idea he relished either.

			Adam tiptoed silently to the door, alert to any sound beyond. However, all was quiet. Checking his escape route through the front, Adam reached for the door handle. His mouth was dry, his palms clammy as his fingers clasped the handle.

			“I’ve called the police!” he yelled. “They’re on their way!”

			He yanked the door open, expecting someone to hurtle through it. Nothing happened. The short passage leading to the storeroom was deserted; the doors on either side, the toilet and small kitchenette, were closed. Adam crept down the passage. He threw open the toilet door; the room was empty; the small, barred window was intact. Moving to the storeroom, Adam listened at the door; no sound emanated from within. Taking a deep breath to steady his jangling nerves, he threw the door open.

			Breathing heavily, he stood in the open doorway, unable to believe the evidence before his eyes. The storeroom was wrecked. Dozens of empty, slashed blister packs, open boxes, and vandalised cartons were strewn everywhere with not a model in sight, not a single figure. The shop had been cleaned out. Adam snapped on the light, the revealed destruction even more devastating, illuminated by the bare bulb.

			“This,” He said flatly, “is crazy.”

			The window, barred from the outside and glazed with heavy wire glass, was untouched. Whoever was responsible hadn’t got in this way.

			“Then how?” Adam murmured, scratching his head.
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			“And you say the front shutters were still down and padlocked?” Detective Inspector Havelock asked, opening her notebook.

			“Yes,” Adam answered. “As you see them now, I haven’t touched anything.”

			“And the back is still secured?”

			“Completely. And the front door was securely locked.”

			“Mmmm,” mused Havelock. “There aren’t any signs of forced entry.” She made another note. “So, how did they get in?”

			Adam blinked at her.

			“I thought that’s what you were supposed to tell me,” Adam said shortly, becoming somewhat peeved at the continual, and what he considered banal, questioning.

			He had called the police when he was sure the shop was empty. They had taken less than fifteen minutes to arrive, during which time Dave and Terry, his assistants, had turned up. Adam apprised them of the situation, sent Terry home, and stationed Dave outside the shop to keep any potential customers out of the shop.

			“Well, with no sign of forced entry, the intruders had to have keys,” continued Havelock. “Are there any key holders besides yourself, Mr. French?”

			“Michael Snyder, my assistant manager, but he’s away at the moment. He got married on Saturday.”

			“There’s no one else?”

			“No.”

			“Could anyone have gained access to your keys without your knowledge? One of your assistants, perhaps, or a customer?”

			“It’s not possible. My till key is on the same ring as the door keys. I keep them with me constantly, and I trust my assistants implicitly.”

			“Of course,” Havelock said smoothly. “There’s no spare key?”

			“Only at the head office,” answered Adam, suddenly remembering he should have called them and informed them of the situation. “Damn!”

			Havelock glanced up sharply.

			“Pardon?”

			“Sorry,” apologised Adam. “Something I’d forgotten to do.”

			“All in good time, Mr. French.” Havelock moved over to the display case. “I wonder why they didn’t bother with these?”

			“What?”

			For the first time, Adam noticed the display case was intact, the models inside untouched, Jonathan’s models.

			“I never noticed,” Adam added, puzzled. He stood beside the policewoman, both of them studying the brightly lit case.

			“These are very good. Do you make them yourself?”

			“No.” Adam shot her a quick glance, sensing a slight implication in her voice. “They belong to one of my customers.”

			“He’s very good. Or is he a she?”

			“A he,” Adam answered. “A lad called Jonathan Foster.”

			“Ma’am, take a look at this.”

			Both of them turned. Sergeant John Riddel was kneeling by the open glass door, examining the letterbox at the bottom, which was jammed open.

			“What have you got, John?” Havelock asked, peering down at the letterbox.

			“I’m not sure,” the policeman said, trying to ease something from the letterbox flap. He pried it loose and handed Havelock a long sliver of grey plastic.

			“What do you make of this, Mr. French?” she said, handing it to Adam.

			Adam gasped with surprise as he examined the object.

			“It’s a spear,” he said. “From one of the models!”

		


		
			Chapter 8

			Jonathan felt the blood drain from his face as he listened to Adam’s account of the break-in.

			“Don’t worry, your models are fine, for some reason the burglars didn’t go near them, but I think it might be a good idea to collect them as soon as you can.”

			“Yeah, I will,” Jonathan said into the phone. “I’ll come now.”

			“Fine, I’ll wait for you.”

			Jonathan carefully replaced the receiver. He knew it was a bad idea to leave his models at the shop. Thanks to luck, they had been undamaged. Never again!

			He was walking through the door from school when the telephone rang. Hearing Adam’s voice was a surprise, the news shocking!

			“Mum!” Jonathan called.

			His mother replied from the kitchen. Jonathan rushed in and explained the situation.

			“I’m going down and get my models now. I won’t be long.”

			“All right, I’ll delay dinner ’til six. No later, okay?”

			“Thanks, Mum.” Jonathan raced out, still in his school uniform.
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			“All of them?”

			“Every last one,” Adam confirmed glumly.

			They stood in the empty shop; now that some sort of order had been restored the walls looked bare, the hooks so … naked. Somehow, it was a shocking sight.

			“The police are baffled, and so am I. I can’t understand how they got in, or why the models were split out of their packs? As for all the empty superglue packs, I just don’t know. It’s crazy.”

			“Maybe they needed the glue to put all the models together,” Jonathan joked.

			Adam shot him a glance.

			“It’s no joking matter! But you could have a point,” he added slowly. “No, it’s daft. It would take hours, maybe even days, to put every single model together. It’s just not possible, and besides, it still doesn’t answer the how or why of it.”

			“Beats me, look, I’m really sorry about it all. What happens now?”

			“I don’t know.” Adam frowned and looked around at the empty racks. “I’ve called the Head Office; they’re sending someone down tomorrow. God knows what they’ll say,” he added to himself. “Anyway, I’ve packed your models up. You’d better get off home before it gets dark.”

			“Thanks,” Jonathan said, accepting the cardboard box carefully. “Don’t blame yourself,” he added.

			“Thanks.” Adam smiled. “Give me a week and we’ll be up and running again. If I don’t get the sack tomorrow, that is.”

			“You won’t,” Jonathan said confidently. “See ya.”
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			With the box nestled safely under his arm, Jonathan headed for the bus stop. He dearly wanted to look inside to check on the models, but he hadn’t liked to in front of Adam. He controlled the urge, deciding to wait until he got home. Darkness was engulfing the street as he alighted from the bus. Jonathan was heading for home when…

			“Well, well, if it isn’t B.P.”

			Jonathan’s heart missed a beat; a sudden wave of fear washed over his entire body. Justin Birbeck stepped out from behind a tree; Tim Norris appeared from the other side. There was no sign of Andrew Landers. Jonathan tried to hurry past, using his body to shield the box. Birbeck stepped in front of him, blocking his path.

			“Not so fast, fairy,” he said. “I owe you one.”

			Jonathan glared at him, trying to barge past. Birbeck shoved him hard. Jonathan staggered, the precious box nearly slipping from his grasp.

			“Leave off, Birbeck,” Jonathan warned, inwardly groaning as he heard a rattle from inside the box.

			Birbeck suddenly realised Jonathan was shielding a box.

			“What’s in the box, Petey Boy? Or shall I guess?”

			He grabbed Jonathan’s shoulder, trying to pull him around. Jonathan twisted away, however Norris got his arm firmly.

			The box somersaulted into the air, floating in front of Jonathan’s horrified eyes. Birbeck stepped in as he struggled to break free of Norris’s restraining grip. Birbeck lashed out, his boot connecting solidly with the tumbling box. It disappeared in an ever-decreasing arc over a nearby garden wall.

			Jonathan finally broke free from Norris, lunging at Birbeck, knocking the surprised boy backwards. Norris leapt forward, grabbing the smaller boy, pinning his arms to his sides. Birbeck slowly got up from the ground, his eyes bulging with anger.

			“That’s two I owe you,” he growled, breathing heavily into Jonathan’s face. “An’ I bet it was you who put that hand in my locker, you little jerk!”

			Norris tightened his grip, twisting Jonathan’s arms behind his back to allow Birbeck to punch him savagely in the stomach. Jonathan doubled over, the air whooshing out of his lungs; only Norris prevented him from falling to the ground.

			Birbeck viciously grabbed Jonathan by the hair, jerking his head up.

			“And this is number two!” Birbeck raised his clenched fist, aiming at Jonathan’s unprotected face. Suddenly, he was interrupted from behind by an angry shout.

			“Oy! What’s going on? Let him go, you little bullies!”

			Jonathan recognised his father’s voice and heard him running.

			“Next time, fairy!” Birbeck snarled into his face. Norris threw Jonathan roughly aside and took off after Birbeck at speed. “I’ll finish this in school, B.P. Count on it!”

			Jonathan raised himself to one knee as his father rushed up. He felt strong hands on his shoulders.

			“Jon, you okay? Who were those louts?”

			“No one. Kids from school,” gasped Jonathan.

			His father helped him to his feet.

			“Well, what was it all about? Why were you fighting?”

			“It was nothing,” answered Jonathan, then he remembered. He looked over the garden wall; his eyes fell to where the box lay mangled, half on, half off the pathway. “My models,” he groaned.

			He hobbled over the wall to the box. As he picked it up, his heart sank as he heard an ominous rattling inside. He opened the lid, expecting the worst. Incredibly, the models weren’t badly damaged; that is, except for the goblin.

			“Jon?”

			“I’m okay,” he answered, getting up off the path. He cradled the battered box in his arms. “Let’s go home.”
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			Except for some chipped paint here and there, the models were intact, which is more than could be said for the goblin. His legs were severed at the knees; the defiantly clenched scimitar was bent.

			Jonathan sat back in his chair. Just lately, it seemed as if his work was doomed. First Gavin and Max, then the dwarves, and now this, Jonathan resolved that his models would never leave the garage again. It was just too dangerous!

			All the way home, his father had interrogated him about the incident with Birbeck and Norris, but Jonathan was completely distracted, his mind concentrating on his models. Finally, his father gave up, grumbling to his wife when they got home. Jonathan went straight to the garage. He looked at the goblin; the pieces scattered on the workbench. He ought to repair it, but something stopped him. He didn’t like the model, despite how professional and realistic it looked. There was something about it, something … disconcerting.

			His mother called him in to dinner, temporarily postponing the decision.
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			For three days, the goblin lay untouched. Suddenly, for reasons Jonathan never understood, he began to repair him, slowly. 

			The goblin appeared better than before, but there was still something about it that made Jonathan feel uneasy. Maybe it was the face, those eyes. A hidden intelligence seemed to lurk within the crimson depths, a secret knowledge… somehow evil…

		


		
			Chapter 9

			Rene Foster loved a bath, especially when she had time to luxuriate in hot perfumed water and to indulge herself in the tropical heat of the bathroom, undisturbed. 

			Diamond droplets of water became silver rivulets that traced crazy paths down the white tiles of the room, the mirrors were clouded with mist; the shower screen a cascade.

			This was heaven. Quiet, paradoxically hot, but heaven nevertheless. She rested her head back against the plastic air pillow fixed to the top of the bath by suckers. Long strands of dark brown hair were smoothed back from her face, glistening with perspiration. She closed her eyes and relaxed. She was reluctant to move, but knew that time was becoming short. Richard would start to wonder where she was. Well, he would, as soon as the football on TV had finished, which wouldn’t be too long now.

			Moments later, after Rene had finished soaping herself, she lay back in the water, allowing it to wash over her, swilling away the suds. She relaxed a few more minutes, then with a sigh, pulled out the plug. Rene stood up, pulling the shower screen across before turning on the shower; the vibrant spray left her skin tingling as it washed the last of the soap from her body. Baths were wonderful, but she preferred to rinse in clean water since someone, she had long forgotten who, cringed when Rene told them how long she liked to soak.

			“How can you lay in all your own dirt like that? Bits of hair and skin, ugh!” the woman, (had it been a woman?) had shuddered. “I always shower.”

			So now Rene always showered afterwards!

			She smiled at the thought as she turned off the water and reached for a huge blue towel. She stepped onto the bathmat, wrapping the towel, warmed by the heated rail, around her and gently patted herself dry. Taking a smaller towel from the rail, Rene rubbed her hair before coiling it around her head, turban fashion.

			Pulling back the shower screen as she quietly hummed to herself, Rene intended to rinse out the bath when she saw a slight movement in the corner of her eye. Her scream echoed around the tiled walls as a huge black spider scuttled to the edge of the bath. All of its multifaceted eyes seemed to fix on her. At least six inches across, its body was black, hairy, and bloated. Rene leapt back against the wall, another scream issuing forth. The showerhead clattered into the bath, causing the spray to whip around, catching the spider and knocking it into the bath. The legs made a hideous scraping sound as it slid down the porcelain side.

			“Richard! RICHARD!” shrieked Rene, clutching the towel to her as if for protection, trying for all her worth to push straight through the tiled wall to safety. “RICHARD! For God’s sake! Get up here!”

			She fumbled with the lock and rushed out onto the landing; simultaneously her husband came bounding up the stairs.

			“What is it? What’s the matter?” He grabbed her, looking for the cause of her terror—blood, a bruise, something.

			“In the bath,” Rene gasped, her face pale despite the heat of the room she had just vacated. “In the bath!”

			Richard looked towards the bathroom in alarm.

			“What? What’s in the bath?” he demanded.

			“A spider! There’s a spider in the bath!” Rene was close to hysteria.

			Richard felt his adrenaline drain away; shaking his head in disbelief.

			“A spider?” he said icily. “You scare me half to death because of a spider? Jeez, Rene.”

			“It’s not just any old spider,” Rene said, calmer now, resenting Richard’s dismissive attitude. “Look for yourself, it’s huge.”

			“All right, all right. Let’s have a look at the wee beastie, shall we?”

			“No, get something to kill it with first.”

			Richard shot her a cynical look.

			“I mean it, Richard, it’s really huge!”

			Patiently, Richard took off one of his slippers and, brandishing it like a weapon, went into the bathroom. On the threshold, he paused momentarily, then disappeared inside. Rene jumped when she heard a resounding thwack as the slipper hit home.

			“What the…?” Richard’s voice was puzzled.

			“What is it? What’s wrong?” asked Rene, still afraid to go into the room.

			Richard emerged, his face dark with anger. “This is what’s wrong,” he snapped, holding out his hand.

			Rene recoiled when she saw the dark mass. However, on closer inspection, she realised it wasn’t real. It was just a mass of pipe cleaners, painted black, with some sort of plasticene body.

			“What is it?”

			“A model, a trick, no doubt made by Jonathan for a joke,” Richard said angrily.

			Rene looked at him, hovering between bewilderment and surprise. “That’s not possible,” she said slowly, unsure. “I saw it move.”

			“You couldn’t have,” said her husband. “Sure, it fooled me for a second, but as soon as I swatted it, I knew it was a fake.”

			“But it definitely scuttled out from under the soap dish,” Rene argued.

			“Rene, get real! It’s pipe cleaners and modelling clay, with fake diamonds for eyes. It’s not alive. Jonathan must have known you were going to have a bath and put it under the soap dish for a joke. Only I don’t think it’s very funny.”

			“Richard.” There was a certainty in Rene’s voice. “The thing crawled out from under the soap dish to the edge of the bath and damn well looked at me! Don’t tell me it didn’t when I know it did! The shower head fell, and the spray knocked it into the bath.”

			“Well, that must be it, then,” Richard replied. “The shower spray. The water must have made the thing float or something and made it look as if it were moving. There’s no other explanation. Models don’t walk!”
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			“Dad, honest, I didn’t do it,” Jonathan protested.

			“Don’t lie to me, Jon. The joke was bad enough. Lying about it only makes it worse.”

			Jonathan just caught the tail end of the commotion as he came in from the garage. His father unceremoniously frog-marched him into the living room; his mother, now swathed in a bathrobe, right behind.

			“But I didn’t make it,” Jonathan repeated.

			“Then who did? Gavin? I don’t think so. He’s not that clever, he hasn’t got your expertise. This thing even had me fooled for a minute,” Foster said, angrily brandishing the remnants of the spider under Jonathan’s nose.

			“I don’t know who did it,” Jonathan said stubbornly. “I just know I didn’t.”

			His father drew himself up to his full height and glanced at his wife, who just shrugged.

			“So, you won’t own up?” he said.

			Jonathan looked at the floor.

			“Fine, if that’s the way you want it, then we’ll do things your way. You’re grounded, and the garage is off-limits.”

			Jonathan was outraged. “Dad! That’s not fair!”

			“That’s the punishment for not owning up, Jon. I don’t want you going out there, d’you understand?”

			Jonathan looked desperately between mother and father. “But Dad…”

			“Not one more word, Jon. Now, apologise to your mother and get ready for tea.”
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			Jonathan lay on his bed, appalled and angered at the severity of his punishment, punishment for something he hadn’t even done! A whole week! He could hear Gavin in his bedroom. Jonathan rolled over onto his back, and whilst glaring at the ceiling, a thought crossed his mind. He got up and went next door.

			Gavin was sitting on the floor, leaning against the bed, reading a comic. Jonathan knocked and entered.

			“Squirt?” He sat on the bed. “What’re you reading?”

			“Bann Greatsword. Got it from The Universe of Toys on Saturday. It’s brilliant!”

			“You went with Dad, eh?” Jonathan said, looking over his brother’s shoulder.

			“Yeah, we saw the statue of Bann outside. It was humongous!”

			“Gavin, you know that ball of mud I gave you? Have you still got it?” Jonathan asked innocently.

			“Yep, in the drawer,” Gavin answered without looking up from his comic. “Why?”

			“Just wondered. Can I see it?”

			Gavin closed his comic and looked up at Jonathan, confused. “What for?” he asked suspiciously. “You ain’t taking it back, are you?”

			“No, and it’s aren’t, not ain’t. I just want to see it.”

			Pulling a face, Gavin twisted onto his knees and opened the drawer beneath his bed. He removed an old biscuit tin containing his special treasures and clasped it to his chest.

			“What are you up to?” Gavin asked. “Why do you want the mud back?”

			“I don’t want it, I just want to make sure you haven’t … lost it,” Jonathan explained. “Come on, let’s have a look.”

			Gavin placed the tin on the carpet and pried off the lid. Jonathan leaned over and peered inside. Sure enough, there was the ball of mud, still wrapped in cellophane, along with two small white discs that looked like eyes, some toothpicks, and a small baby’s rattle.

			“See?” Gavin said.

			Jonathan sighed. “Yeah, I see,” he said, sitting up. “I should’ve known.”

			Gavin sat back on his heels, regarding his brother at length. The penny was finally beginning to drop.

			“You thought I made that spider that scared Mum?”

			Jonathan grinned guiltily, raising his eyebrows. “Sorry,” he said. “But someone did, and it definitely wasn’t me. I just wanted to be sure.”

			“So you thought it had to be me?” Gavin was obviously hurt. “I wouldn’t do that.”

			“I know, I’m sorry, Squirt. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

			Gavin looked down at the tin and its contents. “I was going to make a model,” he said glumly. “And surprise you with it. Don’t think I will now.”

			“Don’t say that!” Jonathan slipped off the bed and knelt beside his brother. “Don’t take any notice of me. I’ve just got the hump because I’m grounded. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.

			“Tell you what, you make your model, then, when it’s done, show it to me. Maybe I can give you some ideas on how to make it look better. What d’you say?”

			Gavin chewed his bottom lip, pondering Jonathan’s offer. “You mean it?” he said finally.

			“Course I do.” Jonathan smiled. “Together, we’ll make the best model ever, right?”

			“Right!” Gavin beamed.

		


		
			Chapter 10

			Justin Birbeck dropped his cigarette, purposefully grinding the butt into the pavement with the heel of his boot. It wouldn’t do to be caught smoking this close to home, he thought, popping a mint into his mouth. He’d spent an enjoyable evening at Tim’s house watching R-rated videos. His own parents wouldn’t have them in the house, but Tim’s folks couldn’t care less. As it turned out the film was crap, but it killed a few hours.

			He crossed the road, entering the alley that ran behind a row of terraced houses. Birbeck swore to himself when he realised how overgrown the shortcut had become; he’d get filthy wading through the tall, rye grass and rampant undergrowth.

			“Hell.” He looked at the mass of undergrowth before him. He glanced behind; it was too far to go back now.

			Birbeck made good time. The overgrown pathway was not as bad as it appeared. He looked up at the few lighted rear windows. He’d been this way several times before. Occasionally rear access garages that lined the alley were left open. More than once, he had managed to steal some power tools and sell them. Maybe he would be lucky tonight. Birbeck glanced about, then crept up to the nearest fence.

			“Idiot!” he swore at himself. Why the hell was he creeping? No one could hear him out here!

			The garden was deserted; the garage locked. So was the next one. Birbeck scowled. He moved across the alley to the garden opposite.

			“Yes!” he said to himself, seeing the garage’s side door ajar.

			A light glowed behind the closed curtains of an upstairs window overlooking the garden. He decided to wait a while.

			A rustle of undergrowth from behind made Birbeck jump. He whirled around. There was no one there; the alley was deserted. His heart hammered against his chest; his skin went cold and clammy. Just as he looked back up at the window, the light snapped off. Birbeck smiled. Placing his hands on top of the wall, he prepared to haul himself up and over.

			There was another sudden noise from behind. Birbeck glanced around; there was nothing there. Then something silvery gleamed from within the bushes.

			Birbeck stepped back in surprise, peering at the bush. He couldn’t make out anything in the gloom. “Must be a Coke can or something,” he muttered.

			Over his shoulder, the window remained in darkness.

			“Time to move,” he muttered, grabbing the top of the wall again.

			“Tut, tut,” came a gruff voice.

			Birbeck yelped and staggered back in sudden fright. He tripped and fell, his heart leaping into his throat.

			“I didn’t mean it! I wasn’t doing nothing! Honest!”

			He scrabbled on his hands and heels, the thorns from the bramble bush he blundered into lacerated his palms and fingers. Birbeck cried out again, this time in pain, and rolled away from the bush.

			He scrambled to his feet, his eyes wide with fear, scanning the alley. There was no one there! 

			His breath came in rasping gasps as he looked wildly about. He was alone.

			“You’re losing it, Justin m’boy,” he said shakily to himself, still nervously looking up and down the alley.

			The laugh floated out of the darkness, low and guttural. It was filled with menace.

			Birbeck’s scream was short and shrill. He whirled to face the sound.

			“Who’s there? What d’you want?”

			Silence.

			“Look, I’m going now,” he called into the darkness. “I promise I won’t ever come this way again, really, I won’t.”

			Birbeck began taking slow steps, his back to the side of the alley; his eyes darting all around, trying to pierce the blackness. Suddenly something leapt out from nowhere, flapping about his head, catching his hair. He cried out, waving his arms about frantically, trying to drive whatever it was away. He stumbled, and falling on one knee, he caught a brief glimpse of a creature.

			A bat?

			No!

			Birbeck gaped, not believing his eyes. Moonlight gleamed from the bat-like wings as the creature swooped into the night sky. It had a long, pointed tail and an arrow-shaped head turned on a long, sinuous neck. Glowing reptilian green eyes glared down at him.

			A dragon! It is a flying dragon!

			Birbeck scarcely had time to recover his wits before something else streaked out from the long grass—a small figure, about eight inches tall, dressed in armour and brandishing a sword in its clenched fist. Birbeck, resting his hand on the damp ground for balance, watched in horrid fascination as the creature made for his wrist and slashed at the unprotected flesh.

			“Ouch!” He clutched his wrist; blood gushed from the deep wound. He tumbled over, desperately trying to see where his diminutive assailant had gone. Another movement caught the corner of his eye. As he turned his head, another little figure dashed out from beneath a bush.

			Before he had the opportunity to move, a small, but vicious, axe was buried in his cheek, lifting a flap of skin. Blood poured through his fingers. He couldn’t believe his eyes! It was a goblin! A goblin had chopped him in the face!

			Birbeck was petrified. He managed to raise himself to a sitting position, blood running freely down his left cheek, soaking into his sweatshirt. As he tried to get up, a sharp pain in his right hand made him snatch it off the ground. There was a minute spear buried in the back of his hand. 

			Another goblin pranced demonically on a nearby stone, giggling at him with slanted evil eyes glinting in the gloom. With a horrible shriek, it leapt off the stone and scurried back into the safety of the undergrowth.

			Birbeck, by now in a blind panic, leapt to his feet, ignoring the blood and pain, and decided to make a run for it. He was about to turn for home when the undergrowth exploded into frenzied activity.

			He opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out, the terror locking the sound in his throat. Dozens of creatures, brandishing weapons of every description, filled the alley before him. He turned wildly, to find his escape blocked by another demented horde.

			Despite his panic, his brain sought to reconcile what met his horrified eyes. Goblins! Dwarves! Elves! Dozens of them, surrounding him. This couldn’t be happening; he must be dreaming!

			Then the grass directly in front of him parted, revealing the most evil-looking brute he had ever seen. It was bigger than the rest, standing at least two feet tall. It leered at him, the wide, thick-lipped mouth sneering, the small beady eyes glowing red from within deep sockets. A gnarled fist clutched a scimitar, long and curved, held aloft.

			“Oh, my God.”

			Birbeck broke into a run, but the goblin was quicker. It lunged forward; the scimitar flashed, severing the tendon in Birbeck’s right calf. The boy plunged to the ground; his right leg was useless.

			The goblin laughed, the low guttural sound now familiar to Birbeck.

			Swallowing hard to fight back the rising nausea in his throat, Birbeck glared at the monster as it advanced towards him. The scimitar swung idly back and forth in lax fingers, the wicked smile growing broader by the minute, revealing yellowed, pointed teeth.

			“No!” Birbeck yelled defiantly, lashing out with his good leg. “Go away!”

			The goblin skipped to one side, avoiding the leg easily. The sword flickered like a serpent’s tongue and Birbeck sobbed as the blade sliced through the tendon of his left leg. The boy collapsed, tears coursing down his bleeding cheeks.

			All around him, the demons whooped with delight as they rushed in, jabbing him with spears, slashing their swords, and hacking with axes. The boy rolled backwards and forwards, arms and legs flailing, desperately trying to defend himself from the savage assault. Birbeck managed to connect with some of his diminutive assailants. Some went flying through the air disappearing into the thick undergrowth, but it was useless. There were too many.

			He was so afraid.

			“Stop,” he pleaded. “Please, stop.”

			Vomit welled up in his throat; mucus dribbled from his nostrils. He tried to wipe it away with the back of a blood-smeared hand, but the viscous slime clung to his face. He was cut and bleeding from dozens of small wounds and still they came at him. Birbeck curled into a foetal ball, weeping silently, unable to move. He shouted as needle-sharp weapons pierced tender skin. He lay motionless for some minutes before he realised that the prodding and probing had stopped. Birbeck opened his eyes, held his breath, and strained his ears to catch any sound, any indication that the goblins were still around. Everything seemed unnaturally still and silent.

			They were gone, but the pain wasn’t. As Birbeck tried to straighten up, searing pain flashed through his body like white lightning.

			“Help me!” he wailed. “Please, somebody help me!”

			The all-too-familiar laugh froze the blood in Birbeck’s veins. Horrified, he saw the ringleader perched on a stone; eyes fixed on him; a long spear casually slung over one shoulder.

			“You broke my legs, I break yours,” it chuckled.

			“What… What are you talking about? Who… WHAT are you?” stammered Birbeck, not believing his ears.

			“Tut, tut, how soon we forget.” The goblin shook its head disdainfully and stood up. “No matter.”

			It suddenly jumped towards Birbeck’s chest, knocking him flat; the hob-nailed boots embedded in his skin as the creature stomped up to his throat. It placed the butt of the spear against Birbeck’s chin, leaning on it cruelly and leering down at the boy.

			“I don’t think you break anyone’s legs again,” the goblin said reproachfully. “Mmmmm?”

			Birbeck shook his head, unable to speak, his eyes bulging from their sockets.

			“I don’t think so, either.”

			Suddenly, the goblin hoisted the spear, whirled it about its head like a dervish, and thrust it towards Birbeck’s unprotected face. The horrified boy saw the glittering spear point descend towards his eyes—If there was a blow, he didn’t feel it.

		


		
			Chapter 11

			Jonathan was bored, totally, absolutely, mind-blowingly, numbingly bored. For three whole days, he had wandered around the house, poking into jars, drawers, the fridge, anything! Aimlessly searching, not knowing what he wanted to find, because he didn’t know what he was looking for. Saturday arrived. He awoke feeling miserable. Listlessly, he chewed his breakfast cereal; the cornflakes tasted like cardboard. He flicked through the Saturday morning TV channels. Dull, dull, dull! He moved aimlessly from room to room. There was simply nothing to do. Finally, the walls began to close in; the house became claustrophobic. He had to get out.

			He boarded a bus bound for Beckenham. If he couldn’t work on his models, at least he could be around them. Jonathan’s mind was occupied by the fake spider. Where on Earth had it come from? Who had made it? He remembered how he had fallen asleep in the garage and, on awakening, found all his models repaired. He hadn’t remembered doing them; was it possible he could have made the spider and not remembered? It was daft, but there was no way he would ever know.

			Maybe Dad was right; maybe he was spending too much time with his models. Perhaps he really was confusing fantasy and reality. It didn’t feel like it. Except for that one incident, nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened. Besides, he didn’t actually “live” through his creations, he just made them. Sure, his concentration was intense; some of the work was intricate and very tricky. He had never imagined the models were real!

			The bus arrived in Beckenham. Jonathan alighted and lifted his jacket collar against the chill wind that greeted him. He headed purposefully to the workshop.

			He felt himself relax in the warmth of the shop. The walls were once again full of plastic bubble packs and colourful boxes lined the lower shelves. A group of children clustered around the game table where a battle was in full swing. Jonathan watched for a few minutes as armoured troops moved in to cut off the enemy’s retreat. He noticed that the boys were using the new line of characters, Future-Tech. Soldiers from the future, armed with impossible-sized lasers and weapons, decorated in bright orange, dark green, and blue. The armour was state-of-the-art, with a myriad of detachable gadgets, guns, backpacks, and power chargers. 

			It was all a bit too futuristic for Jonathan. He preferred the glamour and mystique of the fantasy Olde Worlde.

			“Jonathan! Good to see you.” Adam came striding over. “Out for another model?”

			Jonathan managed a bleak smile. “I wish,” he said dourly.

			“Hold up, what’s the matter? No money this week?” Adam chirped cheerfully.

			“Worse. I’ve been grounded for a week, no models.” Jonathan briefly told him what had happened.

			“Whoops.” Adam put a reassuring arm across Jonathan’s shoulders. “Well, you can always use one of our workstations. There’s one vacant right now.”

			“Thanks, but no thanks,” Jonathan answered. “I wouldn’t feel right working here. Too many distractions.”

			“Oh, come on!” Adam said, gently guiding him towards the chair. “A man of your calibre, frightened of a little publicity? Look, there’s a vampire lord waiting to be finished. Why don’t you give it a go? Use any colours you like, do whatever you think is right, okay?”

			“Well…” Jonathan hesitated.

			“Go on.” Adam eased him towards the chair. The sound of an argument made him turn round. “All right, you lot, settle down. No bickering or you’re out, right?”

			Jonathan sighed, looking down at the workbench. He slipped off his jacket and, hanging it on the back of the chair, sat down and picked up the tiny model.
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			Gavin watched as Jonathan went down the front path and up the street. He felt sorry for his brother. Jonathan had been miserable over the last few days, ever since the grounding. Gavin wished now that he had told Dad he had made the fake spider. He hadn’t, but at least it would have prevented Jonathan from being punished.

			Sitting on the bed, Gavin stared glumly at the wall. He hated it when Jonathan was like this. At first, Gavin thought Jonathan had made the spider, but when he denied it to Dad, Gavin just knew he hadn’t. Jonathan didn’t lie.

			So, who had?

			The puzzle was too much for the young boy. He swung his legs idly; thinking of models reminded him of Jonathan’s promise to help him with his own model. He slid off the bed and opened the drawer. He got the biscuit tin and sat at his small desk.

			Prying off the lid, Gavin laid out the tin’s contents neatly before him, as Jonathan taught him to do when starting a model. The toothpicks, the mud, which was still soft, wrapped in its cellophane, the plastic eyes, and the tiny baby rattle. He had found the rattle ages ago; he couldn’t remember where. He got out a length of orange string, laying it carefully alongside all the other items. Finally, he took out the four plastic pots of paint, bright green, yellow, white, and red, along with two small brushes. Satisfied he had everything he needed, Gavin thought for a moment, then, decided, he began to unwrap the mud.
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			Rene Foster was also concerned about her eldest son. Jonathan had never lied to her. She was certain he hadn’t lied this time about that stupid spider. If only she hadn’t made such a fuss. But it had moved! It wasn’t the water; the thing had clearly scuttled to the edge of the bath; she had seen its legs moving. But common sense told her it was impossible.

			She sipped her coffee, watching the clothes spin endlessly around in the washing machine. She had wanted to intervene when Richard had set the punishment that, secretly, she thought was far too harsh, but at the time she had been silenced by the look from her husband. Later they had argued, but it was too late; the damage had been done.

			Perhaps Richard was right. Maybe Jonathan was getting too wrapped up in his models; one week’s hiatus would do him good. Maybe, but deep down, she didn’t think so. She meant what she said about Jonathan’s models being works of art. True, she didn’t know diddly squat about the mechanics of model making, but, as the saying went, she knew what she liked.

			Despite what Richard said, Jonathan wasn’t really obsessive, intense maybe, but then she knew plenty of people who were fanatical about their hobbies. Richard was a prime candidate. The phrase “football crazy” didn’t even come close. No, Jonathan wasn’t obsessive; it was more subtle, something aesthetic. He loved what he did. That was the difference. He didn’t need to brag about it, to show off, though she knew he had taken models to the shop in Beckenham once or twice.

			What Rene didn’t know was Jonathan’s plans for the future. What ambitions he held for when he left school, which, despite his young years, wasn’t that far off. Three years would fly by. Perhaps he would have out-grown his models by then, though she very much doubted it. They seemed to be an integral part of his life, now and for the foreseeable future.
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			Gavin couldn’t believe how easy it was to work the clay; it seemed to respond naturally to his touch. The model was taking shape before his eyes without having to think about it; it was wonderful! If this continued, Jonathan wouldn’t have to keep his promise. The model simply wouldn’t need improvement.
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			Rene carried the basket of washing out to the garden. The day was bright. Too good to waste on the tumble dryer. The cool breeze would have her washing dry in no time. Humming softly to herself, she placed the basket at her feet and started to peg one of Richard’s shirts to the rotary line.
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			Gavin put the finishing touches on the model. He still couldn’t believe how well it had turned out. The mud only took a few minutes to dry; smooth and hard. He was able to paint it straight away. Jonathan would be pleased with the result. He had taken his time. As Jonathan had always told him, “Slowly gets the best results.” And it had.

			Gavin gently picked up the model from the desk. The flecked white and black eyes regarded him stonily. Green scaly skin sparkled in the lamplight.

			“Wow!” Gavin breathed, captivated by his own work. He turned it over in his hands; every detail was perfect from head to tail.

			“Ahh!” Gavin threw the snake onto the desk, quickly rubbing his hands down his t-shirt. It felt as though it had moved in his hands!

			He stared at it, keeping a respectful distance. Had he imagined it? Must have. It was only clay; lifeless, dead clay, painted to look like a snake. Hesitantly, he extended a finger. He froze; eyes popping as the snake languidly raised its head and fixed him with dead eyes.

			Gavin was rooted to the spot. His throat tightened and his mouth went dry. The snake slowly reared up, red mouth gaping, orange string tongue flicking in and out, showing its white fangs. It hissed menacingly. Like a rabbit caught in headlights, Gavin was held by the eyes.
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			Still humming, Rene Foster hung the last item of clothing on the line. As she bent down to pick up the empty basket, a scream cut through the air, emanating from Gavin’s room through the open window. Rene reacted like a bullet from a gun. The scream ended with a sickening gurgling noise.

			“Gavin, Gavin!” She raced for the back door.

		


		
			Chapter 12

			There was quite a gathering around the workstation as Jonathan put the finishing touches on the vampire lord. He had been totally oblivious to them until now. Somewhat self-consciously, he put the model on the workbench.

			Several of the kids dropped to their haunches to get a better look at the tiny figure.

			“That’s brilliant.”

			“Wicked.”

			There were other murmurs of appreciation. Jonathan eased himself out of the chair; all at once Adam was standing beside him like a big brother, his arm circling Jonathan’s shoulders.

			“Nice job,” he said, examining the vampire lord. “I like the red inside the cloak, nice touch.”

			“Yeah, well, straight black is boring, flattens the colour scheme,” Jonathan replied, colour rising in his own cheeks.

			“I can honestly say your models are never flat, Jon, and I think you’ve got a fan club starting.”

			The kids were crouching around the table, admiring Jonathan’s work, pointing reverently at this detail and that, respectfully keeping their hands to themselves.

			“And I’ve got the added bonus of having some of your work permanently in the shop,” Adam said with a note of triumph.

			“You’re welcome.” Jonathan smiled for the first time that week. “But I’d better be going now.”

			“Wait, I’d like to talk to you about something,” Adam said. “Come and have a coffee or something.”

			“You got a Coke?”

			“Sure, this way.”

			Adam led Jonathan to the small kitchenette at the rear of the shop. Retrieving a can of Coke from the fridge, he switched on the kettle.

			“Jon, I’m serious about your modelling,” Adam said, busying himself with his coffee. “It really is outstanding, and I know if you could do a few more that I could exhibit in the show cabinet, this place would really buzz. What do you say?”

			“I don’t know,” Jonathan said slowly. “It’s a bit embarrassing.”

			“You weren’t embarrassed today, were you? I’m sure I could rake up some extra cash. You could treat it as a ‘Saturday job,’ earn some money while you model. How’s that?”

			Jonathan pondered for a few minutes whilst sipping his coke.

			“I’d have to ask my parents.”

			“Of course. I’ll come round and explain the job to them if you like, just to keep things above board.”

			“That won’t be necessary,” Jonathan said quickly. “If I tell them it’s a Saturday job, they won’t argue about it.”

			“Then you’ll do it.”

			“All right, I’ll do it. Providing it’s okay with Mum and Dad.”

			“Great!” Adam beamed. “Go home and ask them. If there’s any hassle, get them to give me a call. Have you got my number?”

			Jonathan nodded.

			“There you go! If it’s a yes, how about starting next Saturday?”
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			As soon as Jonathan opened the front door, he sensed something was wrong. The house was unnaturally silent.

			“Mum? Gavin?”

			Aunt Sue emerged from the living room, pale, with eyes swollen from crying. An icy hand stroked Jonathan’s heart.

			“Jon, I’m so glad you’re back. It’s Gavin, he’s had an accident. They’ve taken him to the hospital.”
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			Jonathan didn’t remember the drive to the hospital; his mind was numb. He couldn’t think.

			Gavin.

			Only when he saw his mother in the stark light of the hospital corridor clutching his father did he eventually find his voice.

			“Mum?”

			His mother swung around, tears streaming down her face. She flew to him, hugging him close, and cried bitterly into his neck.

			“Mum, what’s happening?” He was scared now, very scared. He looked at his father, who gravely, but gently, eased his sobbing mother away.

			“We don’t know, Jon,” he said. 

			Somehow, his father looked smaller.

			“Mum found him in his bedroom, unconscious. We couldn’t wake him up. We got him here as fast as we could. The doctors are with him now.”

			Shockingly, Jonathan saw a huge tear seep from his father’s eye. Now he was really scared.

			“But he’s going to be all right, isn’t he? He’s going to be okay?” His voice trembled, his own tears beginning to flow.

			His father, fighting his emotions, swallowed hard and whispered, “We don’t know, Jon, we just don’t know.”
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			Endless waiting. Time passed so slowly. Jonathan was slouched in an uncomfortable orange vinyl chair; his senses dulled, eyes puffy.

			Opposite, his mother lay in his father’s arms, thankfully asleep, totally exhausted, although she was mumbling fitfully in her sleep. His father stared blankly into space; his head lolled back against the garish pink of the waiting room wall.

			It was late. Through the window, all was black. Jonathan blinked against the neon lighting in the room that was too bright.

			Why didn’t someone come? What was happening?

			“Dad?”

			Without moving his head, Richard Foster lowered his eyes.

			“I’m scared.”

			“So am I, son,” his father admitted. “But we’re going to be strong for Gavin.” He gently stroked his wife’s hair. “And for Mum.”

			“What happened to him?”

			“I’m not sure.” His father sighed. “Let’s wait and see what the doctors say, okay?”

			“Can’t we ask the doctors what’s happening now? It’s been so long.”

			“I know, but they’re doing their best. We can only wait. Try and get some sleep. I promise to wake you as soon as we know something.”

			Jonathan rested his head on his arm. Despite his best efforts to remain awake, his eyes gradually closed.
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			The banging of the waiting room door woke him with a start. Alarmed, Jonathan sat bolt upright; his neck ached from lying on his cheek. Across the room, his mother was awake, sitting rigidly beside her husband, who had his arms wrapped tightly around her shoulders. A man in a crumpled white coat was talking to them quietly.

			“Mum?”

			Mrs. Foster glanced up and beckoned him over. Jonathan slipped off the chair and sat by his mother, who hugged him so tight it hurt. The doctor stopped speaking and looked questioningly at Richard Foster.

			“It’s all right, Doctor Henderson,” his father said thickly. “He can hear.”

			The doctor nodded and resumed.

			“First, let me assure you that Gavin’s condition is stable, but critical. Initial tests show that Gavin has somehow been poisoned, but, as yet, we have not been able to identify exactly what it is.”

			“Poison? You mean weed killer or something?” Richard Foster was dumbfounded.

			“No, it wasn’t ingested; there are no signs of tissue damage in, or around, Gavin’s mouth. There is, however, some discolouration of the lips and fingertips, which indicates some virulent substance is in his system.

			“I need to ask you, is there anyone in your household on any unusual medication?”

			Both of them shook their heads, unable to speak.

			Doctor Henderson looked troubled. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask this, are either of you using drugs of any sort? Amphetamines? Anything?”

			“Are you serious?” Rene was furious. “Are you suggesting Gavin is suffering from a drug overdose? Do we look like the sort of parents that would take drugs?”

			“Not at all,” the doctor said uncomfortably. “But you must understand, in order to help Gavin, we have to eliminate all possibilities. Whatever has poisoned Gavin is not straightforward. We are still running tests; anything you can tell us will save precious time.”

			“Richard?”

			“It’s all right, love, it’s all right.” He looked at the doctor, his face strained. “In answer to your question, Doctor, neither I nor my wife use drugs of any description.”

			“I’m sorry,” the doctor said quietly as he got up. “But these questions need to be asked.”

			Richard Foster nodded, holding his wife closer to him.

			“I’ll let you know if there are any further developments.”

			He left the room, wincing as Rene Foster broke into agitated sobbing.
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			He must have dozed off again. When he opened his eyes, Jonathan saw Aunt Sue had appeared. Curious, he thought, I didn’t even miss her. She smiled at him.

			“I’ve brought you some sandwiches and a Coke,” she said, delving into the plastic bag at her feet. She handed Jonathan a small foil package and a can. “You should try to eat something.”

			Jonathan smiled weakly, nodding his thanks. His mother and father were standing by the large window in each other’s arms, talking quietly. It was raining outside; the sky looked grey and overcast. All heads turned towards the door as Doctor Henderson strode in; his thin face lined with concern.

			“Doctor?” Richard Foster said, desperately trying to interpret his expression.

			“Please, everyone, sit down.”

			“What’s happened? He’s not…?” Rene Foster’s voice broke with the strain.

			“It’s okay, Gavin is still stable. Please, sit down.”

			They did as they were asked.

			“I need to know, have you any pets at home?”

			They all looked bemused.

			“A dog, Max,” Richard Foster answered.

			“It’s Gavin’s dog, really,” Jonathan added. “An Old English sheepdog.”

			“No, something more exotic. Reptiles, perhaps?”

			“No, nothing like that,” answered Richard.

			“Has Gavin been to the zoo recently? Or any sort of reptile house?”

			“Zoo? Doctor, what’s all this about?”

			“When we examined Gavin physically, two small puncture marks were discovered on the inside of his upper arm. We took a tissue sample and ran some tests through our toxicology lab. It appears that Gavin was bitten by a venomous snake.”

			“You mean an adder?” Richard Foster said in disbelief.

			“No, Mr. Foster, not an adder, that’s what caused the confusion. It seems Gavin was bitten by a rattlesnake!”

		


		
			Chapter 13

			The waiting room was silent except for the endless ticking of a clock facing the door. The Fosters were stunned.

			“A rattlesnake?” Richard stammered. “Are you quite sure?”

			“Positive, I’m afraid,” Doctor Henderson replied. “We brought in a toxicologist from Kings College Hospital in South London. Fortunately, they had an antidote to the venom which we have given to Gavin.”

			“So, he’s going to be all right?” Rene asked hopefully.

			“I’m afraid it is still too early to say, Mrs. Foster. The poison was circulating in Gavin’s system for quite some time before we managed to identify it. However, Doctor Hassan, the toxicologist, assures me that the venom was not as virulent as it might have been, which indicates the snake must be very young. There were also one or two other anomalies that are currently being investigated.

			“Now we know what we are dealing with, I’m sure we’ll have some good news soon.”

			“So, what do we do in the meantime?” Rene asked.

			“I would suggest you go home and get some rest. Or if you prefer, I can arrange a room for you.”

			Richard and Rene exchanged looks.

			“I won’t leave him, Richard,” she said softly. 

			He smiled and massaged his forehead wearily. “Of course not, we’ll stay. Sue, could you take Jonathan home? He looks done in.”

			Jonathan was about to protest when the doctor intervened.

			“I’m sorry, but you can’t return to your home. I’m afraid the police have placed it under quarantine.”

			“What?” Richard Foster asked in surprise. “Why, for God’s sake?”

			“Somewhere there is a rattlesnake,” Henderson replied. “If any patient is admitted with a snake bite, the appropriate authorities have to be informed. The snake, wherever it came from, may still be in your house or garden. Until it has been thoroughly checked, no one will be allowed back there. I’m sorry.”

			“Oh my God!” Rene put her head in her hands.

			“What about Max? He’s still there,” blurted out Jonathan.

			“He’s fine. The police brought him out to me. I’ve got him safe at home,” Aunt Sue assured Jonathan. She turned to her brother. “I’ll take Jonathan home.”

			“Dad, I want to stay here. Please, don’t send me away,” Jonathan pleaded.

			“Jon, you’re exhausted, look at you…”

			“So are you and Mum. Please, he’s my brother. I love him too.”

			Rene Foster, sobbing loudly, pulled Jonathan to her. He hugged her fiercely.

			“Okay, okay, you can stay,” his father said, putting his arms around both of them. He looked up at Sue. “Maybe, when the house is made safe, you could get us a change of clothes?”

			Sue nodded, her eyes moist.

			“We’re all thinking about him, Rich,” she said, touching her brother’s face tenderly. “You tell him that, okay?”
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			D.I. Havelock smiled broadly.

			“Jonathan, or is it Jon?” she asked.

			Jonathan shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

			“Okay, I’ll call you Jon,” she said, sitting beside him. “My name’s Sharon.”

			Jonathan allowed a shy smile. They were in the pink waiting room.

			“Jon, you know Gavin is seriously ill?” Havelock asked gently.

			Jonathan nodded.

			“You know why?”

			Again, Jonathan nodded.

			“Okay. What we need to do is find out how it happened. D’you think you can help me?”

			“I’ll try,” Jonathan replied quietly.

			“Fine.” Havelock smiled. “Now, would you happen to know if any of Gavin’s friends has a snake and perhaps allowed him to bring it home?”

			“No, he would have told me,” Jonathan said.

			“And you didn’t bring it home?”

			“No.”

			Havelock nodded, turning to Jonathan’s parents.

			“And you’ve no idea where the snake might have come from?”

			“No.” Richard Foster was tired and irritable. “And before you ask, we’ve already told the doctor, Gavin hasn’t been to any zoos or reptile houses recently.”

			“Yes, Doctor Henderson mentioned that,” Havelock said, unruffled. “We’re checking all the local pet shops and endeavouring to obtain a list of local reptile enthusiasts.” She paused. “I presume you don’t know anyone who keeps snakes?”

			“Look,” Richard said tightly. “Once and for all, there is no connection between my family and snakes. We’ve no idea where the snake came from or how it got into our house.”

			“All we care about is Gavin…”
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			The room was dim. Gavin lay in the hospital bed, surrounded by monitors, small and frail; his face was deathly pale. Jonathan felt a lump form in his throat as he slowly made his way to the far side of the bed. They had been told Gavin was still in a coma, but talking to him could help bring him around. Rene Foster leaned over the bed, gently brushing a wayward lock of hair from Gavin’s forehead. She kissed him tenderly. His skin felt hot and clammy to her lips.

			“Gavin?” she called softly.

			He groaned, stirring slightly beneath the starched white sheets. Tears ran silently down Rene’s cheeks.

			“Gavin,” she whimpered.
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			Later that evening, Jonathan was finally forced to leave the hospital by his father and return to Aunt Sue’s. Reluctantly, he did as he was told and was greeted by his cousins, Donna and Claire, and by his Uncle Mark. Max came bounding over. He whined, nudging Jonathan with his nose. The dog looked around, went to the door, and came back. It was as if he knew something had happened to his young friend. Jonathan, trying to smile, ruffled the dog’s ears, trying to comfort the worried Max. It wasn’t very convincing. 

			Truth to tell, he was so tired he could scarcely keep his eyes open. Sue ran him a bath which, on reflection, he didn’t remember having. When he woke the following morning, the sandwich Sue had made him lay untouched by his bed, the glass of milk still half full. The hours of restless sleep left Jonathan still feeling tired, even so, he slept fairly late, eight forty. Sue greeted him cheerily as he shuffled into the spacious kitchen.

			“Is there any news?” Jonathan dispensed with, “Good Morning.”

			“I’m afraid not, however, he’s no worse and apparently had a restful night,” Sue said. “D’you want some breakfast?”

			“No, thanks.” Jonathan’s voice was flat. “I’d like to go back to the hospital.”

			“Maybe later,” Sue said, resting a comforting arm across his shoulders. “Try not to worry, Jon. He’ll be all right. Come on, have something to eat.”

			“I really don’t think I could face it,” Jonathan said, sitting down at the table. “Where’s Donna and Claire?”

			“School, you just missed them.”

			“Oh no,” Jonathan groaned. “I’d forgotten about school!”

			“Don’t worry, you’re not going.” Sue placed a steaming cup of tea in front of Jonathan. “I’ve already spoken to the head teacher.”

			“Thanks, Aunt Sue, that’s great.” Jonathan sipped his tea.

			“I just don’t know what to make of it, Jon. You spend all your time looking after your kids, warning them about strangers, teaching them road safety, and then something like this happens. Sometimes things just don’t make sense.”

			Jonathan frowned. His face ached and his eyes were sore.

			“It’s like something out of a bad film,” he said as he fought back the tears behind his eyes. “I wish it had been me.”

			“That’s no way to think, Jon!” Sue placed her hand over his. “It was bad luck, a one-in-a-million chance. No one’s to blame, least of you.”

			“Then why do I feel it’s my fault?” Jonathan looked at his aunt desperately. “Why do I feel so … guilty?”

			“He’s your little brother. You love him. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to protect him.”

			“But I didn’t, did I? I was off doing those sodding models again!” Bitterness welled up inside him.

			“And you think you being in the house would have made any difference? The snake might have bitten you too, and where would you be then? I told you; it was one in a million, an accident.”

			Jonathan looked up at her, his hazel eyes brimming. He tried to return Sue’s sympathetic smile, but it was a pitiful attempt. He was so confused. He hurt all over.

			“Can we go to the hospital now?”

		


		
			Chapter 14

			The two police officers looked incongruous as they walked into the brightly lit shop that was full of chattering schoolboys playing some sort of huge board game set on a large table situated in the centre of the room. A few curious eyes turned towards them but were immediately drawn back to events unfolding on the game table. Havelock skirted around the children and approached the small shop counter, looking askance at the small models on the tabletop.

			“May I speak with Adam French, please?” she asked the young man standing by the counter.

			“Adam! Someone to see you,” he called, then turned back to Havelock. “He won’t be a minute.”

			Havelock nodded her thanks with a wry smile. The youth of today—

			“Hello, Mr. French,” the police officer said as Adam appeared. “Is there somewhere we can talk quietly?”

			“Oh, hi,” Adam said. “Yes, this way.”

			The three of them went out to the small kitchenette.

			“Do you remember John Riddel, my sergeant? He’ll be taking some notes as we talk. Is that all right?” Havelock said once they were settled in the room.

			“No problem,” Adam answered. “Is this about the break-in?”

			“Not exactly.” Havelock was cagey. “Do you know a boy by the name of Justin Birbeck?”

			Adam thought for a moment. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

			“Are you absolutely certain? It’s very important,” she insisted.

			“Well, I don’t know the name, but then I don’t know every kid that comes into the shop. He could be just a casual customer.”

			“Perhaps this might help.” Havelock handed him a small photograph.

			Adam studied the photo.

			“No, I definitely don’t know him,” he said, handing the photo back. “Should I?”

			“I was rather hoping you might,” she said. “Do you recognise this?” She produced a large sealed clear plastic bag.

			Adam took it gingerly and examined the object contained within. “It’s a model spear.”

			“One of yours?” asked Havelock. “Maybe one that was stolen the other night?”

			“It’s similar, but not one of ours,” Adam said instantly.

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“Size. Give me a moment and I’ll show you.”

			He went into the shop and returned with a small colourful box adorned with skeletons on the lid.

			“This is one of our more popular lines,” Adam explained. He removed a sprue of model pieces. “It is part of what’s endearingly called the ‘Undead Army.’ The spear you have there is similar to one included in this range, except for two major differences. Look.”

			Adam showed a particular piece to the policewoman.

			“As you can see, this spear, though almost identical to yours, is a great deal shorter. Also, as with most weapons in The Model Workshop characters, a hand or arm is actually moulded with the weapon to make assembly easier.”

			“I see,” Havelock said thoughtfully. “The spear we found in your letterbox the other night had no hand attached either, and that one was similar to both these spears, again the only difference is its size.”

			“Yes, you’re right. I hadn’t realised that. But is it significant?”

			“I wish I knew.” Havelock shook her head.

			“I don’t know of a manufacturer that actually makes weapons that big. If it is to scale, which I have to presume it is, then that would make the figure … what? Twelve, maybe fifteen inches tall, that’s very big for this type of model. Where did you get it?”

			Havelock paused.

			“Well, I guess you’ll find out in tomorrow’s newspapers, anyway. It’s a murder weapon.”

			“A what?” Adam said in disbelief. “But … the plastic is too brittle. I doubt if it would hurt anyone, let alone kill them!”

			“It could, if it were thrust deep enough in the eye to penetrate the brain,” Havelock answered soberly.

			“Sweet Jesus.” Adam blanched.

			“There were other cuts and lacerations on the boy’s body…”

			“Boy? You mean we’re talking about the kid in the photo?” Adam said, aghast.

			“I’m afraid so, Mr. French. As I was saying, there were several other cuts and contusions on the body, and one rather bizarre injury. The boy had the tendons in both his legs severed with a very thin, sharp blade, like a scalpel. Unfortunately, as yet, we have no firm leads.”

			“But why come to me about this?” Adam asked, puzzled.

			“The model spear,” Havelock replied. “After the break-in, and then this unfortunate death, I realised that there was a little more than coincidence working here.”

			“You think the two incidents are connected?”

			“Somehow, models seem to figure strongly in both cases,” Havelock said. “Tell me, do you think it’s possible that a boy would be able to conceal himself under your gaming table, wait for you to lock up and leave, steal your stock, then in the morning slip away without you noticing?”

			“What?” Adam stifled a laugh. “Tell me you’re not serious?”

			“I’m afraid I’m very serious,” Havelock answered stonily.

			“I’m sorry, but it’s just not possible. Of course, a boy could hide there, but all night? I don’t think so. For one, it’s pretty cramped, and more to the point, what about the parents? They’re hardly likely to ignore the fact their son isn’t in his bed, now are they?” Adam flicked on the electric kettle, holding it up to Havelock, who shook her head negatively.

			“Besides,” he continued. “Why would he split open all the packs and take the models? A single boy, no matter how proficient, would not be able to assemble a thousand or more models in one night. It doesn’t make sense. And that’s the only explanation for the missing superglue. Yet the evidence is contradictory. No, none of it makes sense.”

			“I have to agree, Mr. French, but I must explore every avenue, no matter how bizarre it might be, and what happened here the other night certainly fills that category. Justin Birbeck’s murder, more so. It appears models, these models, are apparent everywhere I turn.”

			Havelock paused for a moment. “I noticed as I came in, the models in your showcase are different.”

			“Yes.” The change of direction caught Adam off guard. “The ones we had on display were collected by their owner.”

			“Because of the break-in?”

			“I guess. Jon is very protective about his models.”

			“Jonathan Foster, the boy you mentioned earlier?”

			“Yeah, he’s only thirteen, but, as you saw from his models, he’s very talented. He was in Saturday and finally did some work in the shop, the vampire Lord. That’s the one in the display case now.”

			“Why finally?” Havelock asked.

			“Because he gets embarrassed by the attention his model-making brings. He’s extremely good, but never brags about it like most kids.”

			“He’s shy then?”

			“Not so much shy as reserved, quiet.”

			Havelock inched open the door separating them from the shop and peeked through.

			“Do the kids generally have a good time here?”

			“I like to think so. I try to accommodate them as much as possible. I’ve always had an affinity with kids; just sort of know what they like, what they need. It gets a little hectic in here sometimes, but the kids are worth it. Some of them are damned good at modelling. I only wish I had the same opportunities when I was a kid!”

			“There is another possible scenario,” Havelock suddenly said, turning back to Adam. “Perhaps someone, say Birbeck, hid beneath the table and waited for you to leave and then split the packs open, passing the contents out to an accomplice using the model spear to keep the letterbox jammed open.”

			“But that still doesn’t explain all the empty superglue tubes.” Sergeant Riddel said. “Unless he ate them for supper.”

			“There’s no need to be facetious, Sergeant…” Havelock’s voice was acid. “Admittedly, I can’t explain that … yet. But there has to be an explanation. It’s only a matter of time.”

			“Well, that’s your job. I just manage a shop,” said Adam.

			“How right you are.” Havelock smiled, showing even, white teeth.

			Adam thought, if not for Susie, he would find the policewoman very attractive.

			“Well, I think that’s all for now, Mr. French. Thanks for your time. We appreciate it.”

		


		
			Chapter 15

			The police found nothing. They searched inch by inch, every room, every cupboard, all shelves were cleared, drawers opened and emptied. Soft furnishings were removed, and beds were upturned. In the loft, boxes were tipped out, and the contents examined. Loose floorboards were taken up, checked, and replaced, nailed firmly back into place. In the garden, no stone was left unturned and the garage was stripped, top to bottom. Even the car was scoured. Nothing was left to chance.

			There was no sign of any snake.

			As an extra precaution, the Fosters’ home was fumigated room by room. Eventually, it was declared safe.

			“My God! Look at the mess!” Sue and Jonathan were standing in the hall.

			Furniture was everywhere: cushions thrown on the floor, books left in piles beside empty bookcases, CDs and DVDs lay scattered around the stereo and by the television. A chalky white dust coated every surface, residue from the fumigation. A rancid smell pervaded the whole house.

			“Your mother will have a fit if she sees this,” Sue said, slipping off her coat. “Come on, let’s clear it up before she does, eh?”

			Jonathan nodded, glad of something on which to concentrate his thoughts other than Gavin. So, for two hours, they straightened, dusted, tidied, and vacuumed.

			He came out of his bedroom and bumped into Sue on the landing.

			“You carry on with your parent’s room and I’ll start Gavin’s, okay?”

			“No!” Jonathan objected, his tone sharper than he intended. “I’ll do Gavin’s room. I know how he likes it.”

			“Okay, I’ll carry on in here.” Sue shrugged and entered the master bedroom.

			“Aunt Sue?” Jonathan called.

			She stopped in the doorway.

			“I didn’t mean to snap.”

			“Don’t worry, Jon, we’re all a little stressed out.” She smiled and disappeared into the bedroom.

			Gavin’s room turned out to be the worst. Everything had been turned upside down in an effort to locate the elusive snake. 

			Jonathan picked up a couple of magazines lying by his brother’s bed, smiling when he saw the inevitable figure of Bann Greatsword on all the covers. Slowly he moved around the room, straightening things as he went, replacing books, colouring pencils, clothes, and shoes, until, finally, the room was restored to some semblance of order.

			Jonathan sat on the edge of the newly made bed. No doubt Gavin would find fault with the state of his room, his belongings not exactly where he wanted them. Jonathan ached to hear his brother complain, anything to hear his voice again.

			He stared blankly at the wall.

			Gavin always seemed to be in the way. He continually found himself in hot water, getting into scrapes, inseparable from Max, rushing noisily around the garden, and tearing through the house, Dad bawling at him to calm down or go outside, Mum bemoaning the state of his muddy clothes and Max’s paw marks all over her clean kitchen floor. Jonathan would sell his soul at that precise moment to have Gavin there now, being the biggest pain he could be, anything just to have him home. The house would never be the same without him.

			Jonathan sat on the bed for what seemed like hours, trying to soak up his brother’s presence, wanting to feel near him. His gaze wandered idly around the room to the posters on the wall, (No prizes for guessing their subject—brandishing his sword above his shaggy head!) to his magazines and drawings, quite accomplished for an eleven year old, all of Bann Greatsword, Gavin’s latest idol. The obsessions came and went. Yet each in their turn totally absorbed Gavin’s existence, if only briefly. A month ago it was the Power Rangers, before that Ninja Turtles, and before that He-Man. The list was endless. Yet Gavin knew all there was to know about each and every one of them. Jonathan gave a small smile. Remind you of anyone? he thought.

			Jonathan sat, mesmerised by his scuffed and muddy trainers, when Gavin’s biscuit tin treasure box caught his eye, poking out from beneath the bed. For a few moments, he stared down at the bright red tin, a vague thought forming in the back of his mind. Jonathan slipped off the bed onto his knees and pulled the tin out from under the bed. The lid was loose. Except for some broken toothpicks and a small piece of orange string, it was empty.

			That troubled him, although at that moment in time, he couldn’t fathom the exact reason why. Pushing the tin aside, Jonathan crouched down and looked under the bed. There was nothing to see except the roller drawer, which was also empty, one or two dust balls, and an old Snickers wrapper. Jonathan sat up. He looked on the dresser and in Gavin’s toy cupboard. Everything was as it should be. But something wasn’t right.

			Still, the thought lingered at the back of Jonathan’s mind, a nebulous thought that wouldn’t become clear. Something Gavin had said. Jonathan concentrated until his brain hurt.

			“I was going to make a model…”

			THAT WAS IT!

			Gavin said he was going to make a model, and the biscuit tin was empty, the bits and pieces missing. But where were they? Jonathan knew they weren’t in the bedroom. He stood motionless in the middle of the room, trying to grapple with the unthinkable. What did it mean? Why was he experiencing the icy cold feeling slithering around his heart? He shook himself. It was probably nothing. Maybe Gavin hadn’t even made the model. His shoulders slumped. What did it matter, anyway? With a last look around the room, Jonathan went to find Aunt Sue.
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			The visit to the hospital was agonizing. Gavin showed no improvement, although, as Jonathan thought dully, at least he was no worse. He just seemed suspended in a twilight world, where nothing the medical team could do would lift him out of his coma. Doctor Hassan, the toxicologist, was baffled. The venom in Gavin’s bloodstream was definitely from a rattlesnake, however, it was showing anomalies he had never encountered before. The anti-serum should have neutralised the venom by now, but it seemed to do no more than keep him stable. Tests were run over and over again. The results never varied. Gavin remained comatose.

			Jonathan couldn’t bear to see his mother in such anguish. She was so pale, so haggard. Her hazel eyes were lifeless, dull, and flat, contained within dark-ringed sockets. Her normally lustrous hair was lank and unkempt. Her usual fresh complexion was now sallow, her skin dry and flaky. His father, if anything, appeared worse. Unshaven, he looked gaunt, broken. They supported each other, arm in arm, spectres of a nightmare world that seemed endless.

			Jonathan couldn’t stay any longer, he felt his heart would break. Quietly, he asked Aunt Sue if they could leave. His parents didn’t really realise they had gone, despite kissing and hugging them both. They were in another world, a bad place.
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			Jonathan sat in front of the television, staring dumbly at the flickering screen, completely unaware of the programme being shown. His aunt was in the kitchen preparing a late tea, despite Jonathan’s insistence that he wasn’t hungry. For a few brief seconds, Jonathan’s attention was drawn to the television. A commercial for The Universe of Toys, featuring Bann Greatsword, filled the screen.

			Instantaneously, Gavin flooded his mind.

			Jonathan failed to hear the doorbell, nor did he hear his aunt enter the room, having elicited no response to her repeated calls.

			“Jon? Jon, there’s someone here to see you.”

			Jonathan only reacted when Sue touched his shoulder.

			“What? Oh, sorry Aunt Sue, what did you say?” He was flustered.

			“There’s some people here to see you. The police. Do you feel up to seeing them?”

			Jonathan looked bewildered. “The police?” His eyes suddenly widened in horror. “Gavin?”

			“No, no, it’s not Gavin,” Sue said quickly. “It’s about something else. Are you up to seeing them?”

			“Yeah, I guess so,” Jonathan answered slowly; he was still puzzled.

			He immediately recognised the policewoman from the hospital and the man with her.

			“Hello, Jon. How are you?”

			Jonathan found himself blushing but was unsure why.

			“Er… Fine,” he stammered.

			“That’s good,” Havelock said. “I’m sorry to barge in on you at a time like this, but we need to ask you one or two questions. Have you got a few minutes?”

			Jonathan nodded.

			“Great, shall we sit down?”

			Jonathan shot an anxious glance at his aunt and then sat down in the armchair.

			“I understand Gavin’s condition hasn’t changed,” Havelock said. “I’m very sorry; it must be a difficult time for you.”

			Jonathan shrugged.

			“He’s in good hands, he’ll be okay, you’ll see.” Havelock paused for a moment. “I hear you like making models.”

			Jonathan looked at her with surprise.

			“Adam French told me,” Havelock said. “He showed me some of your work.”

			“The vampire lord.” Jonathan was flabbergasted.

			“Right, the vampire lord. I’m no expert, but it looked very good to me.”

			Jonathan blushed again.

			“You know the shop was burgled?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I wondered if you knew anything about it?”

			“Me? Why should I know anything about it?” Jonathan answered. “Except they cleaned it out.”

			“They?”

			“Well, whoever did it.”

			“You don’t know them then?” The policewoman looked directly at him.

			“No, I don’t. Why, should I?”

			Jonathan was beginning to feel a little uneasy. He wasn’t sure what Havelock was driving at.

			“How about Justin Birbeck? You know him?”

			Jonathan started, as if he’d been prodded with a red-hot poker.

			“Justin? Yeah, he’s in my class.”

			“A friend of yours?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“We just … aren’t. We don’t get on.”

			“Do you think Justin may have something to do with the break-in?”

			“Justin?” Jonathan said, taken aback. “Why would he do that? He hates models.”

			“Is that why you two don’t get on?”

			Jonathan felt cornered. “You could say that, yes.”

			“When did you see him last?”

			“Friday, at school,” Jonathan lied, not wanting to explain his confrontation with Birbeck.

			“Okay.” Havelock suddenly got up. “That’s all I need for now, Jon. I do hope your brother gets well soon.”

			“Wait.” Jonathan rose to his feet. “Why are you asking me all these questions? What’s Justin got to do with anything?”

			Havelock glanced at Aunt Sue, then back at Jonathan. “I’m afraid Justin has had a very serious accident,” she said soberly.

			Despite her reticence, Jonathan sensed more.

			“He’s dead, isn’t he?” he said softly. “Justin?”

			It was Havelock’s turn to be surprised, and then her face softened. “Why would you say that?”

			“I don’t know,” Jonathan admitted. “It just came to me. It’s true though, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” Havelock replied honestly. “I’m afraid it is.”

		


		
			Chapter 16

			Jonathan sat in his room, staring out of the window overlooking the garden. The lawn looked desolate, the conifers forlorn, the garage sinister. The squat, white building seemed to mock him. The day was bright and raw, the sky a clear cerulean blue. Sparrows, perched along the garden fence, chirruped loudly; a crow raucously joined in somewhere out of Jonathan’s field of vision. His breath formed a mist on the cold glass, creating small opaque ovals, rising and falling to match his breathing.

			Jonathan focused all his attention on the garage. Strange things were happening, odd things, tinged with malevolence. He didn’t understand and was frightened. Individually, the incidents didn’t seem connected, but taken as a whole, they all led to one thing. The unexplained breakage of his models, the burglary at the shop, the spider that frightened Mum, Gavin in hospital, Justin Birbeck’s death—so many incidents in such a short space of time.

			It was unsettling. To Jonathan, it seemed ALL the incidents were somehow related to models.

			Was it his imagination? Gavin said he was going to make a model. It didn’t add up to being bitten by a rattlesnake, no matter how bizarre it seemed. Except for Justin Birbeck smashing his models, what other connection could there be between his death and modelling? None, at least, none that he could fathom.

			Yet something bothered Jonathan, something that wasn’t pleasant, something downright nasty.

			He was reluctant to go into the garage. Not due to his father’s restrictions, but because he felt … afraid. Was that too strong a word? Did he really feel frightened? Or had he simply psyched himself into being afraid? There was only one way to find out.

			Jonathan made his way down to the garage.

			He hesitated, staring at the silver padlock on the door. The word Yale was clearly visible in a small oval on the side. Fighting the urge to run back indoors, Jonathan fitted the key into the lock. It snapped open, the click loud, breaking the silence. Jonathan was suddenly aware of how quiet it was, there were no birds singing, and even the slight breeze had died, lending an ominous stillness to the air. He glanced back towards the house. The garden was still, devoid of life.

			Telling himself not to be childish, Jonathan lifted the padlock from its hasp and pulled back the bolt. The door opened easily, the interior dark compared to the brightness of the day; for a few seconds Jonathan could see nothing. Then his eyes began to adjust to the gloom.

			Somehow the shambles didn’t surprise him; he didn’t know why. All his models were smashed, and pieces of wood, greenery, and modelling clay were strewn everywhere, smothering his workbench, the floor, and the shelves. All his paints were emptied, yet, oddly enough, there didn’t seem to be enough spillage on the walls and bench to account for the amount of paint in the pots. All his brushes, so meticulously cared for, were either broken or clogged with paint.

			Reds, greens, blues, every colour imaginable, scattered here and there, splashed and dripped, used and discarded, without care or respect. Jonathan stepped up to the bench, his mouth tight with anger, a thin white line. He fingered the broken models, letting the shattered pieces fall back onto the bench through limp fingers. He had already noticed that every figure was missing.

			His precious magazines were ripped and shredded all over the garage, impinging on his father’s half, littering the workout bench and weights. Polystyrene tiles, torn into little pieces, lay about like a blizzard of snow. Paper, twigs, fine sand, coloured green to be used as grass, newspaper, wallpaper paste, used for papier mâché, wrecked. It looked as if a cyclone had passed through the garage and whirled everything into chaos.

			Jonathan pulled his modelling knife out of the worktop; its razor-sharp point blunted; the blade bent. He threw it onto the bench with a clatter. Tears were welling up behind his eyes.

			What was going on?

			Who could be so spiteful as to do all this? And why? Jonathan forlornly surveyed the carnage. He couldn’t bear it. All he ever wanted to do was to be left alone. He never bothered anyone, never hurt anyone; so why was all this happening?

			Sick at heart, his head lowered; he walked out of the garage. He couldn’t find it in himself to address the mess just yet; maybe he’d come back later. Right now, all he wanted to do was get away. He gently closed the door, not bothering to lock it, the padlock having fallen unnoticed to the floor when he had entered.

			[image: ]

			Jonathan was halfway to the bus stop before he realised where he was going, the only place he could think of. The Model Workshop. Forty minutes later, he walked through the glass door. There were only a few people there.

			Jonathan managed a smile when he saw Adam by the display case. His smile faded when he saw the display case askew on its motorised base. Two of the long panes of glass were smashed, and another was badly cracked.

			“Adam, what happened?”

			“What? Oh, Jonathan, hi.” Adam sighed heavily. “I don’t know. It just toppled over this morning as I was opening up. There was glass everywhere. I had to clear it all up before I could open up.”

			“But how can it just fall over. It must weigh a ton?”

			“God alone knows, Adam said bitterly. “The models were spread all over the place. I only found this one about ten minutes ago. Someone must have stepped on it. There’s mud on it and it won’t come off.”

			Jonathan felt his entire body go cold as Adam held up the vampire lord. A small streak of mud marred the underside of the flowing cloak, mud that had a weird sparkle.

			“I’ve tried everything, damned if I can get it off. Would you mind trying?” Adam proffered the tiny figure to Jonathan, who jumped back like a scalded cat.

			“No!” He flushed. “No, I… I only make them,” he stammered.

			Adam looked at him in surprise. “Are you okay, Jon? You’ve gone as white as a sheet.” 

			“I’m fine, fine,” Jonathan answered, his eyes riveted to the model clutched in Adam’s hand. “Adam, throw it away.”

			“What?!” Adam exclaimed.

			“The model. Throw it away, throw it away now. I’ll make another. Two if you want, but get rid of that one.”

			“Why on Earth would I do that? Except for the small mark, there’s nothing wrong with it, Jon. Maybe a little paint will cover the blemish…”

			“Maybe, but please, throw it away anyway, or break it. Anything, just don’t keep it,” Jonathan pleaded.

			Adam frowned at him, then at the model. “Jon, what’s the matter? Aren’t you feeling well? Do you want to sit down for a while?”

			“There’s nothing wrong with me!” Jonathan’s voice was rising. “It’s that model! There’s something wrong with the model. Please, throw it away!”

			Adam placed the model on the crooked shelf of the display cabinet and turned to Jonathan. “Come on, mate, come and sit down. I’ll get you a drink.”

			“NO!” Jonathan jerked his arm away, glaring at the model, moving from anger to fear. “Get rid of it!” he said one last time, then turned and abruptly walked out of the shop.
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			Jonathan rested his forehead against the cool glass of the bus shelter; his head was thumping. He didn’t understand his outburst or his irrational behaviour. He was dazed and confused by the intensity of his feelings, but what had initiated them? Why had he felt such revulsion towards the vampire model? It didn’t make sense. And why was it scaring him so much?

			“Hey Jono, whatcha doin’?”

			Jonathan’s head snapped up as Rudy came striding up to him.

			“Been looking for ya,” Rudy said. There was an uncharacteristic seriousness in his eyes. “I called your house; your aunt told me about Gavin. I’m sorry mate.”

			Jonathan smiled wanly but said nothing.

			“You headed back home now?” Rudy rambled right on as if Jonathan had spoken.

			Jonathan looked back towards the model workshop, his head full of crazy ideas and conflicting thoughts. He felt angry and sad and afraid all at the same time. He didn’t like the idea that was forming in the back of his mind, a nasty, insane idea. But it wouldn’t let him go. It nagged at him, picking at his mind, like a scab you couldn’t leave alone. “I think, I think I am, therefore I am… I think.”

			It was a crazy thought, one that rolled around Jonathan’s mind over and over like a stuck record. He wasn’t sure why it leapt into his mind, it just did. Jonathan shook the dreadful feeling away. He wanted to tell Rudy his fears, needed to talk about the lunatic idea pinging around his head like a manic marble. Rudy would listen. Rudy was that kind of friend. But the words wouldn’t come.

			Jonathan couldn’t have known that was exactly the reason why Rudy had come looking for him. Rudy knew Jonathan was upset and would need a shoulder to lean on. He wanted to be there for him. Rudy sensed Jonathan’s reluctance to open up and talk. He figured his friend was too full of grief and pain, fearing for Gavin. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

			“Jon?”

			Jonathan looked at him, his expression bleak. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I’m going home.”

		


		
			Chapter 17

			Jonathan’s outburst troubled Adam French. What was it all about? Why had he acted so strangely? It was so unlike him. Jonathan was a quiet kid, contained, reserved. He wasn’t given to temper tantrums. Something was upsetting him, something far more than the damaged vampire model. Oddly, he had seemed almost afraid of the tiny figurine and had jumped a mile when it was offered to him. Adam shook his head in bewilderment, putting Jonathan’s behaviour down to the situation with his brother.

			With Jonathan still on his mind, he went outside to close the steel security shutters. The evenings were drawing in now. With practised ease, he rolled down the two shutters, covering the main windows, padlocking them into place. He shivered in his thin t-shirt; it was getting colder too. He hurried back inside.

			All he had to do now was calculate the day’s takings. He wouldn’t be sorry to see this week pass. Man, it had been a week of unpleasant surprises. Adam looked ruefully at the damaged display cabinet. More expense. The head office wasn’t going to like that. It wouldn’t enhance his reputation much either, not after the total loss of stock. Shaking his head, Adam got on with the day’s receipts.

			He had almost finished when he heard the letter-box clatter. His head snapped up, partly in surprise, but mostly in fear. Thoughts of burglars and muggers flashed into his mind. With the week going as it was, his nerves were shot.

			“Damn, it’s the wind, idiot!” he scolded himself.

			He returned to his calculations.

			The sound of glass shattering broke the silence. This time Adam leapt up, involuntarily letting slip a startled cry. He was as nervous as a long-tailed cat at a clog dancing competition. Swallowing hard, he looked around the counter; some of the glass had fallen from the display case. Glittering shards lay scattered on the floor. Chewing his bottom lip, Adam scrutinised the case. There was something different about it; it looked … empty. Then, with a startled gasp, he realised the model Jonathan had completed was missing, the vampire lord.

			Adam scanned the floor; there was no sign of the figure. He frowned. It had been there a while ago; he knew it had. He’d put it in the case himself! He looked under the counter, behind the display case.

			Nothing.

			“Dammit!” he swore softly. “I haven’t time for this.”

			He went back to the receipts and started counting for the third time. Finally, Adam was finished. He secured the green cloth bag and went back to the kitchenette, where the overnight safe was hidden behind a false panel. Once the takings were in the safe, Adam considered a last cup of coffee before he headed home, but decided against it. It had been a long day. Man, it had been a long month! He needed to have a long hot bath and relax; maybe have a shot or two of Glenfiddich. That would do the trick.

			“Way to go, man!” he complimented himself on such a good idea.

			The letterbox rattled again, then again. Adam stopped midway putting his coat on. The letterbox rattled a third time.

			“Kids!” He stomped out of the kitchenette into the shop. 

			There was no one at the door; he could plainly see through the glass. Regardless, he went closer to verify what he already knew was fact. There was definitely no one there. A noise behind him made Adam whirl around. Another sound, a furtive scraping to his left, and he turned this way and that, but could see nothing, even though he craned his neck to see into the corners of the shop. Then his peripheral vision was disturbed by a movement near the display case.

			“What the…?” The space beneath the case was in shadow.

			Moving closer, Adam bent double to peer under and around the cabinet. He could barely make out something wrapped around the central base. He got down on his hands and knees to look closer, careful of the glittering shards of glass still littering the floor.

			As he put his face close to the floor to peer underneath, another movement caught his eye. His head snapped round, just in time to see a worm-like tail disappear behind the counter. Then the shop appeared to come alive. The entire floor was a sea of movement, glimpses, vague impressions, flitting shadows, nothing distinct. A scrabbling at the counter made him look up; his eyes widened in amazement at the creature that squatted there, regarding him with feral eyes.

			At first, Adam thought it was a mouse, a very strange mouse, but then, as the thing moved, he realised he was mistaken.

			“It’s a rat,” he said stupidly.

			But no ordinary rat. It was about half the normal size, with totally bizarre colouring. The snarling mouth was bright red, the long incisor teeth gleamed gold. Its fur, which somehow looked solid, was a muddy brown with silver flecks. The bright-green eyes were the weirdest Adam had ever seen. The rat reared up onto its haunches, snarling and spitting, causing Adam to fall hard onto his rump.

			He was astounded when he saw the long metallic streaks on the underbelly, glinting silver under the fluorescent lights. Then Adam realised what he was looking at and, for the first time, his bewilderment changed to fear.

			“Oh my God,” he breathed, easing himself backwards away from the rat; a cold chill squirmed up his spine.

			A sibilant hiss brought him up short. Adam saw the snake slither out from beneath the display cabinet, a snake the like of which he had never seen before. It was about eighteen inches long, bright green with a tongue that looked like orange string! The eyes appeared to have been stuck on; cartoon eyes that were crossed. But the worst thing was stuck on the end of its sinuous tail. A rattle, a tiny, blue, plastic baby’s rattle!

			The snake raised its wavering, undulating head, its mouth gaping, long white fangs dripping. Adam opened his mouth to scream, but fear locked the sound in his throat. The snake lunged, and its arrowhead darted down; needle-sharp fangs sank into the back of Adam’s hand.

			He shrieked, snatching his hand away. He rolled over and lurched to his feet, his other hand covering the puncture marks. The snake slithered forward with uncanny speed. Its head jerked forward and fangs penetrated Adam’s thin trousers leg; sinking into the flesh of his calf. Again, Adam shrieked, staggering backwards, his fear now rising to naked terror.

			His balance gone, he crashed against the table, his vision blurred, cleared, and then blurred again.

			“Oh, Christ! Oh, Christ!” he moaned, as if calling on the Lord’s name could save him. 

			He lifted his hand, staring numbly at the blackening flesh spreading around the wounds.

			“No, no! The thing’s poisonous! It’s poisonous!”

			Adam desperately tried to get to the door, but his balance was completely awry; the shop spun. He could almost feel the venom streaking through his body, racing towards his heart. His mouth felt dry, his throat tight. A fire was coursing through his veins. With a horrible gurgle, Adam fell backwards and crashed onto the game table. It buckled and collapsed on impact. His throat began to close, shutting off life-giving air. With arms that felt like lead, he scrabbled at the neck of his t-shirt, ripping it open in his frenzy to breathe.

			His legs were paralysed; his arms anaesthetised. With a last gasp, he slid down the lop-sided tabletop and rolled onto his face. He couldn’t move; it felt as if ton weights were pressing down upon him, crushing the oxygen from his lungs. The rasping in his throat was loud in his ears. 

			Lying motionless, helpless, for what seemed forever, for all intents and purposes already a corpse, he wondered briefly whether he was dead. Was this what it was like? A detached awareness? God! He couldn’t stand an eternity of this! Crazily, Adam wondered where the snake had come from, how had it got into the shop? He didn’t dream that the answer was beyond his wildest nightmares that dragons had carried the snake through the night on bat-like wings. They had brought the snake, and many more creatures besides…

			With bulging eyes, Adam saw rats running along the skirting, bizarre, ludicrous little creatures, all dull browns and glittering silver metal. He heard the letter-box clatter. With extreme effort, Adam managed to direct his eyes towards the door.

			Minute figures were dropping through the letterbox onto the carpet, one after the other. Five of them, dwarves, approximately six inches tall, with golden beards covering their barrel chests and colourful costumes. More dwarves followed, different from the rest. The colours of the clothing were smudged, streaked, and messy. Other figures continued to invade the shop, pouring through the letterbox like a manic tide: elves, goblins, and werewolves, these bright blue with foaming mouths and snarling teeth, skeletons, with shields and spears, glittering swords and axes, future-tech soldiers, with garishly coloured blasters and laser cannons, dozens of them, like a rainbow horde, badly painted, and all mud streaked.

			With increasing difficulty, Adam tried to focus. Was there madness in death? It seemed so, unless his mind was just playing tricks on him, one last cosmic joke. Heaven, or Hell, is inhabited by models!

			He vaguely recognised the first dwarves. He had seen something like them before, only smaller. The detail in their costumes, the precision of the colours, and the workmanship could only be that of Jonathan Foster. He watched as hordes of goblins started taking down the blister packs off their hooks; slashing them open with their swords and axes. The elves took the pieces, laying them out in an orderly fashion. The dwarves followed after and, with tubes of superglue massive in their tiny hands, began assembling the models.

			Adam was fascinated, even as darkness began to edge his field of vision. Were these the burglars, these tiny, bizarre, living models, straight out of a Brothers Grimm fairy tale? It didn’t seem credible! Yet, here they were, robbing the store again!

			Adam’s eyelids felt like lead. They began to droop, but not before a shadow fell over him. He turned slowly towards the door, barely able to see the vague outline of someone standing there. Tiny goblins were scrambling up the doorjamb on ropes, climbing towards the Yale lock. They reached it, small fingers turned the knob, and the door swung inwards.

			If he had been able to, Adam would have howled as the two-foot-high goblin sauntered through the door, leering down at him. Its green skin shone. Its fiery eyes glowed lambently, and its rubbery lips sneered.

			Unable to continue looking up, Adam’s eyes swept down the goblin, taking in the armoured torso, a splendid scimitar clutched in a gnarled fist, and oddly, a plastic bag in the other. The short tunic stopped at the thighs, revealing heavily muscled bowlegs. Adam’s eyes came to rest on a black, hob-nailed boot, mere inches from his unprotected face. The plastic bag the goblin was carrying plopped to the floor by Adam’s head. As it split, a viscous fluid oozed from the tear, a greyish-coloured mud with a weird sparkle.

			Only one thought occupied Adam’s increasingly confused mind: this was Jonathan’s goblin! Grown large and animated, but … how? Adam’s mind was shutting down; there was little time for puzzles. Everything was grey, becoming hazy, receding towards gradual darkness, then nothing…

		


		
			Chapter 18

			Gavin was getting worse. Despite a wealth of medical knowledge, he was slowly slipping away, his tenuous grip on life was crumbling. It was so hard for his family to bear.

			Jonathan stood at the foot of Gavin’s bed, staring in stunned silence at his young brother, lying so still. The pallor of his skin matched that of the crisp starched sheets. His devastated parents were on either side of the bed. Rene Foster was on her knees, her elbows propped on the bed; Gavin’s cold, pale hand clasped feverishly in her own. She gently stroked her son’s sticky forehead with her other hand, tears coursing down her sunken cheeks. Richard Foster stood opposite his wife; his shoulders slumped, face haggard, his mouth a hard, thin line, gazing helplessly at his stricken son.

			“Richard, for God’s sake! There must be something we can do? Someone who can help?” wept Rene. “We’ve got to help him, get him back.”

			“Rene…” Richard Foster said weakly. “There’s nothing left. They’re doing all they can.”

			“No! It’s not true, there has to be something, anything…”

			Horrified, Jonathan watched as his mother began sobbing hysterically, repeating Gavin’s name again and again. Richard hurried around the bed to his wife, raising her gently from the floor and enfolding her in his arms.

			“It’s okay, Love, it’s okay,” he soothed, his own voice breaking with emotion.

			Rene clung to him desperately; her tears in full flow as she cried into his chest. Still holding her close, Richard eased her away from the bed and gently led her from the room, leaving Jonathan on his own with Gavin.

			Never in his thirteen years had Jonathan been so afraid. Everything was out of control, crazy. He moved around the bed, his hand stroking the soft woollen blankets that covered his brother. He looked down at Gavin’s face, so pale, so calm, as if he was sleeping and having a pleasant dream. His mouth was slightly curled at the corners, forming a slight smile.

			Jonathan took Gavin’s hand; it was nearly as big as his own. He caressed the back of it. It was so cool, white. Jonathan gripped it, hard.

			“What happened, Squirt? What did you do?” Jonathan whispered. “I wish you could tell me so I could help you.” He fought back his own tears. “Talk to me, Gav. Please, tell me what to do.”

			Gavin remained motionless.

			“I don’t know what to do, Squirt. Mum’s scared, so’s Dad.” Jonathan paused. “So am I,” he added quietly.

			He looked pleadingly at Gavin’s face.

			“I tidied your room for you; sorted out your magazines. The police made a terrible mess when they searched for the rattlesnake. But it’s all tidy now. Aunt Sue helped me. We did the whole house. Imagine that, me, doing housework. I hope Mum doesn’t find out or she’ll have me doing it all the time.” Jonathan smiled ruefully at his brother. “You better not grass on me.”

			The lump in Jonathan’s throat was growing, gradually choking him. The unspoken love for his younger brother welled up. He felt so helpless, so … alone. He couldn’t imagine life without Gavin being there. Pain in the arse or not, he would give anything to have him well again, safe again.

			“Come on, Gavin, you can’t do this, not now.” Jonathan couldn’t stem the tears flowing hotly down his burning cheeks. “You can’t go away, not now.”

			It was all too much for Jonathan. He buried his face into the blankets by Gavin’s shoulder and wept.
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			The voices were loud enough to pierce the soft veil of sleep. Jonathan blinked awake. His eyes felt puffy and sore, his cheeks tight with dried tears. He was no longer in Gavin’s room. Someone, probably his father, must have carried here, into the waiting room after he had fallen asleep.

			The voices weren’t in the room. Slowly, Jonathan turned over. The room was empty. The door was ajar; he could see his father just outside; his back obscuring the person he was talking to. Jonathan recognised the clear voice of Detective Inspector Havelock. Stretching stiff limbs, Jonathan slipped off the sofa and crept quietly to the door.

			His father’s voice was tense, edged with suppressed anger. The policewoman’s voice was insistent.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Foster, but I must insist on talking with Jonathan. It is just too much of a coincidence.”

			“The Devil with coincidence. Jonathan’s had enough. Don’t you realise his brother is in there fighting for his life?”

			“I appreciate that, but there has been another incident. Once more Jonathan’s name has arisen during the course of the investigation. I don’t mean to be insensitive, but I don’t think it’s going to stop there. Something is going on and your son may hold the key. I have to speak to him.”

			“Does it have to be right now?” asked Richard Foster. “Can’t it wait ’til later?”

			“I’m afraid not. I must talk with him now.”

			“Dad?”

			Richard Foster turned. Jonathan was standing looking bewildered in the doorway.

			“Don’t worry, Jon. The inspector just wants a quick word with you.”

			“What about? What’s happened?”

			“There’s nothing to be concerned about, Jon. I just have to clarify some things,” Havelock said, stepping past Richard.

			“What things?” Jonathan asked nervously, glancing quickly at his father.

			“Let’s go and sit down and I’ll tell you,” said the policewoman.

			She led Jonathan back into the waiting room, closely followed by his father and Sergeant Riddel. They sat down. She looked at him seriously.

			“Jonathan, I don’t want to frighten you. Nothing’s going to happen to you, but I need you to be honest with me, okay?”

			Jonathan nodded, though he had no idea what she was talking about.

			“The snake that bit your brother, was it yours?”

			“What?” Jonathan said, astonished. “No, it wasn’t!”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Something’s happened?! Why are you asking me that?” Jonathan swallowed hard.

			His father put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, son. Calm down.”

			“Did you go to The Model Workshop yesterday?” Havelock asked, her face expressionless.

			“Yes,” Jonathan answered immediately.

			“And you argued with Adam?”

			After a brief hesitation, Jonathan nodded.

			“What was the argument about?”

			“Inspector, do you have to be so harsh?” objected Richard Foster.

			“Mr. Foster, please.”

			“A model, one of mine, it was … broken. I asked Adam to throw it away, but he wouldn’t.”

			“You squabbled over a model. Are you sure?”

			“Of course.” Jonathan was confused. “What else is there?”

			Havelock glanced at Richard Foster in silent warning.

			“You didn’t disagree over a snake, did you? Maybe Adam refused to look after it for you? Or was the snake his, and you were just returning it?”

			Jonathan shrank back against his father, his hazel eyes popping with disbelief.

			“Snake? Dad, what’s she talking about? I don’t know anything about any snake.” Tears welled up as he looked desperately at his father.

			“That’s quite enough Inspector,” Richard said angrily. “I don’t know what you’re driving at here, but it’s obvious my son hasn’t a clue what you’re talking about, so I think he ought to be left alone.”

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Foster, but this is very important. I must ask you not to interfere.”

			“And I must ask you to go to hell. We’re going through enough without you blundering around, asking pointless questions, and causing more anxiety. Jonathan is not answering anymore questions. I think it’s time you left.”

			“Mr. Foster, may I speak with you outside?” Havelock rose abruptly and left the room, her sergeant at her heels.

			“Dad, what’s going on?”

			“I don’t know, son, but I promise you, you won’t be bothered anymore.” Richard held him at arm’s length and looked deep into his eyes. “You try and rest while I go and speak with Inspector Havelock. I won’t be long.”

			Jonathan looked at the floor.

			“One minute,” Richard said, ruffling his son’s hair. Jonathan watched him go.

			The door swung, but didn’t fully close. Jonathan quickly stood to one side of the door, listening.

			“Have you any idea of the gravity of this situation? First, Justin Birbeck is murdered.”

			Jonathan flinched.

			“Then Gavin is bitten by a rattlesnake. Now Adam French is found comatose, seemingly bitten by the same snake. The shop has been vandalised for the second time in a fortnight and all the models stolen, again.

			“You witnessed the argument between Jonathan and the Birbeck boy, with no satisfactory explanation about what they were fighting about. Jonathan also argued with Adam French the same day he was attacked and left for dead in a wrecked shop. The connection between Gavin and Jonathan is obvious.

			“Coincidence? I don’t think so.”

			“Pure conjecture, Inspector,” Richard protested.

			“I think not, Mr. Foster. There are similarities between injuries sustained by Birbeck and French, razor-thin cuts, and minute stab wounds. The only difference is the mud.”

			“Mud?”

			“Yes, mud,” Havelock said. “You must understand that these details haven’t been released to the media yet. Adam French was found with his mouth packed with sparkling, rock-hard mud. It was a miracle he didn’t suffocate.”

			“Oh, my God.”

			“There’s more,” continued Havelock. “Whoever broke into the shop actually took time during, or after, the assault to play with the models.”

			“What?”

			“There was paint spilt and tiny footprints all over the shop.”

			Jonathan felt his body grow cold, his mind numb. Mud. MUD! He pressed his head back against the wall. The mud! A blinding flash of light seared his brain. Suddenly he knew. But it couldn’t be true, just couldn’t!

			“No…” he groaned. “No… NO!”

			He slid down the wall, curling into a foetal ball on the floor. Hands gripped him, lifted him, and laid him on the sofa. Through his groans, he heard his father’s voice, calling him, shaking him back into awareness.

			“DAD!” he wailed, staring wildly into his father’s concerned face.

			Jonathan grasped his father’s arms, holding tight, seeking comfort and protection. His face was burning.

			“Jon! What is it? What’s wrong?”

			For several minutes Jonathan was unable to speak, his voice incoherent through the sobs, his mind unable to accept the truth. Patiently, his father hugged him.

			“Come on, son. Calm down, tell me what’s wrong. What’s the matter?”

			Slowly Jonathan eased himself from his father’s embrace, though he couldn’t look into his eyes. “The models,” Jonathan moaned inaudibly.

			“What, son? Say that again.”

			“The models!” Jonathan shouted, tears streaming from his bloodshot eyes. He looked desperately at his father, gawking in surprise at his sudden outburst. “It’s the models, Dad, the models. They’re alive!”

		


		
			Chapter 19

			“I warned you he was under a lot of strain, but oh, no, you wouldn’t listen. You knew best. For God’s sake! He’s a thirteen-year-old boy. What on Earth does he know about burglaries and murders?”

			“If you had let me proceed with my questioning, we might have got answers to those questions,” Havelock retaliated. “As it is, I’m still convinced the boy knows something.”

			“Oh sure, that his models have come to life and are going around breaking into shops and killing people. To use the vernacular, Inspector, get real!”

			The policewoman took a deep breath. The situation was getting out of hand. Since Jonathan Foster’s outburst, now over an hour ago, she had been arguing with his father.

			“Look, I don’t think for a minute that Jonathan really knew what he was saying, but the fact remains, he is somehow connected with all that’s been happening.”

			“It has to be a coincidence,” Richard Foster answered, beginning to calm down.

			“You don’t believe that any more than I do,” Havelock said emphatically.

			“It’s easier to believe than magic mud and walking models.”

			“Yes.” It was the only thing they had agreed on since Jonathan’s collapse into his father’s arms.

			The boy was still asleep in the waiting room, wrapped in a blanket. Havelock considered what he’d said, albeit somewhat hysterically. Jonathan claimed that all his models were missing, as were the models from the shop. But they hadn’t been stolen; they had come to life and simply walked away. When questioned on how this was possible, he told them a fantastic story about glowing mud found in Hadley’s Wood. Mud he had used to repair some of his models, the same models that were now missing.

			Havelock shook her head, perplexed. Jonathan had lapsed into a deep sleep brought on by the trauma of his younger brother. It was then that his father had explained about Jonathan’s obsession with model-making. For some reason, Jonathan had associated his obsession with Gavin’s plight and blamed himself.

			In her own mind, Havelock was convinced that Jonathan was directly involved

			with the break-ins, though she hadn’t said as much to his father. Birbeck’s death and the serious assault on Adam French were another matter. 

			Could Jonathan somehow be responsible? He looked so tortured, so innocent. Was this the face of a sadistic killer? It didn’t seem credible, yet there was plenty of past evidence that children could be more than capable of such cruelty.

			“So, where do we go from here?” asked Richard Foster.

			“I’m not sure,” Havelock said honestly. “To be frank, I’ve never been in a situation like this.”

			“You really think Jonathan is responsible for all this?” Richard asked in disbelief.

			“I can only work with the evidence, which, at best, is still uncertain. If Jonathan isn’t responsible, then I have to assume he knows who is.”

			Richard Foster had no answer. He looked helplessly at the policewoman.

			“I’m sorry.” She turned to her sergeant. “John, call the factory. I want a uniform outside this waiting room. No one’s to enter or leave without first clearing it with me.”

			Sergeant Riddel walked off to make his call, leaving Havelock and Richard Foster still arguing. None of them noticed the young man standing just around the corner in the next corridor, watching the chain of events with keen interest…
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			Jonathan was far from asleep, nor had he fainted. He realised that neither his father, nor Havelock, believed him about the mud, or the models coming to life. Even as he stared straight into the incredulous face of his father, he knew they thought he was crazy, a wild-eyed kid, cracking under the strain of losing his younger brother. There and then, the beginnings of a desperate plan began to unfold within the turmoil of his mind. Throwing off the blanket, he crept to the door. Silently, he eased it open and peered out into the corridor. He could discern low voices, but saw no one. He inched the door open a little farther.

			His father and Havelock were down the corridor, still arguing. The waiting room door was partially obscured by Sergeant Riddel who had his back to Jonathan talking on the telephone at the nurses’ station. With bated breath, Jonathan tip-toed out into the corridor. No one noticed him. With two quick steps, he made it to the opposite corridor, expecting any second to hear someone calling his name. No one did. Without hesitation, he broke into a sprint and headed for the stairs.
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			It took nearly an hour to get home. Approaching the house, Jonathan realised he had no key to get in, but that didn’t matter. He’d break a window if he had to. His main concern was whether Aunt Sue was still there. Boldly, Jonathan strode up to the front door. He lifted the flap of the letterbox and peered through. The house seemed quiet. Reaching for the doorbell, he pressed it for three brief seconds, watching for any movement, or sound, within the house, ready to bolt at the slightest sign. There was none.

			He tried the doorbell again, just to be sure. Still nothing. The house was empty. Jonathan looked up and down the street; he was screened by a row of four conifers lining the front path. The street was quiet.

			Turning his back to the door, which was comprised mainly of panes of glass, he brought his elbow sharply back, shattering the pane closest to the lock. Jonathan held his breath as the clatter died away. No one seemed to have noticed, but did it hurt his elbow though!

			Slipping his hand through the broken pane, he fumbled for the latch. His fingers found it and twisted. Thankfully, the door swung open. Rushing upstairs to Gavin’s room, skidding on the carpet on his knees, Jonathan scrabbled under the bed. He pulled out Gavin’s treasure tin. 

			Wrenching off the lid, Jonathan peered within. It was empty, as he knew it would be, as it had been before, but had been too blind to understand the real significance. He threw it aside, ignoring the clatter as it bounced off one of the legs of Gavin’s desk. Lying flat on the floor, Jonathan searched under the bed. There was nothing to be seen. Quickly getting to his feet, he scanned the room. Nothing. 

			Racing out of the bedroom, Jonathan headed downstairs, grabbing the garage key as he dashed to the back door. Unlocking it, he hurried down the garden path. He tried not to think about what he was doing, daren’t think. It was all too incredible. Dad and the police hadn’t believed him. He wasn’t sure he believed it himself. What other answer was there?

			With only a moment’s hesitation, Jonathan removed the padlock from the garage door. He threw it wide open and stepped in. Nothing had changed. The wreckage of his models still lay in heaps; paint everywhere, his ruined paintbrushes lay snapped and broken.

			He wasn’t interested in the debris. Jonathan went straight to his workbench and peered underneath. The plastic bag of sparkling mud was gone, just as the mud in Gavin’s room had vanished! Slowly Jonathan straightened up, still unsure exactly what all this meant. When had the mud been taken? Yesterday? Today? It could have been a week ago, he hadn’t noticed.

			The silence in the garage was profound as Jonathan recalled recent events, one by one. All the weird happenings began after he found the sparkling mud in Hadley’s Wood. He had given Gavin some of that mud; now he was in hospital. An ache gripped Jonathan’s heart as he thought of Gavin, lying there, so pale and weak.

			“A snake,” Jonathan whispered to himself, clearly remembering the contents of the treasure tin. “Gavin made a rattlesnake!” He just knew he was right!

			An evil chuckle emanated from within the garage. Jonathan whirled around and cried out as he saw the familiar outline of the goblin standing on his father’s workout bench. Jonathan started backwards, sending his chair reeling. His sore elbow knocked several boxes off the overhanging shelf; his retreat was blocked by the garage doors. 

			“It took you long enough, boy.” The goblin sneered.

			“Who are you? Wh… What are you?” Jonathan found his voice.

			“You ought to know, you made me.” The goblin’s laugh was cruel and vicious.

			Jonathan recognised the goblin; the one Justin Birbeck had broken. But somehow it was larger, much larger. His eyes never leaving the apparition on the workout bench, he could almost hear the last pieces of the puzzle falling into place inside his head. 

			Jonathan was terrified. His lips and mouth suddenly dry, he couldn’t swallow. He wanted to run, but forced himself to stand still. This creature must know the answers he so desperately wanted.

			“What do you want?” Jonathan was unable to control the fear in his voice.

			The goblin cackled, casually sitting on the edge of the bench, the ever-present scimitar swinging easily in his gnarled fist.

			“Oh, this and that,” it said evasively. “What’ve you got?”

			“You hurt my brother and Adam, didn’t you?”

			“Well, you know what they say, ‘toys will be toys,’ besides I didn’t hurt your brother, he did that himself. As for the shopkeeper, I had to free my brothers, didn’t I? We flew on the wings of dragons and secured their release.” The goblin cackled. “Can you imagine how tiresome it was to create my army in one night? And then to have to do it twice! Going back and forth, back and forth, having to hide in this stuffy place whilst my army grew. Ah me, such is life.” The goblin sighed theatrically. 

			“What about Justin? That was you, too?”

			“He hurt me!” the goblin snapped peevishly. “Still, he won’t do it again, will he?”

			“It was you that made the spider in Mum’s bath!” The revelation just popped into Jonathan’s head. “But why? Was it because I left you broken so long? You had to get back at me by scaring my mother?”

			“It was your own fault. I lay there for days, my legs were broken. I couldn’t move.” The goblin’s eyes narrowed. “You shouldn’t have done that, leaving me just lying there…”

			Jonathan caught sight of his modelling knife on his workbench where he had tossed it earlier.

			“What are you going to do?” Jonathan asked. “What do you really want?”

			“Ahhh,” said the goblin carelessly. “Haven’t you guessed yet? Look at me. I’m growing, getting taller every day, gaining strength. Soon, I’ll be the size of a human man.”

			“So?” Jonathan edged closer to the knife.

			“So?” The goblin cocked an already-arched eyebrow. “So, soon I will have an entire army, all huge, thousands of us.” It laughed gleefully. “Can you imagine how many models there are in the world? How many millions?”

			“Yeah, but you won’t be there to see them!” Jonathan yelled, lunging for the knife.

			At the last second Jonathan snatched his hand back as an axe thudded into the worktop, narrowly missing his fingers, thrown by another goblin swinging from his father’s punch bag; its face full of menace.

			Suddenly, the entire garage was filled with movement; dozens of creatures crept out of hiding. They were everywhere: dwarves, goblins, elves, snakes, rats, werewolves, and skeletons. Jonathan gaped in disbelief as dragons whirled about his head.

			The goblin who had thrown the axe swung down from the punch bag, bounced off the workout bench, and landed with a thud on the worktop. He wrenched the axe from the wood and brandished it at Jonathan.

			“He could have taken your hand off,” commented the goblin leader. He smiled. “He still might.”

			Without pausing to think Jonathan swept up some of the fallen boxes and threw them at the goblin leader. He ran out of the garage, slamming the door behind him and ramming the bolt home, locking the monsters inside. Immediately, he heard dull blows against the other side of the door as axes and swords chipped away at the wood.

			Jonathan sprinted down the garden into the house, skidding to a stop in the kitchen, panic enveloping him. He didn’t know what to do or where to turn. Who was going to believe him?

			Out, he had to get out, away from the house.

			He raced towards the front door, just as a shadow fell over the glass. With a shriek, the terrified boy turned and ran up the stairs. The door rattled behind him. He bolted into the nearest room, Gavin’s room. Slamming the door, he threw his weight against it. He could hear footsteps thudding on the stairs, getting closer. Frantically, he looked for something to jam against the door. He felt someone, something, try the handle. He screamed.

			“Jonathan! Jonathan!”

			The door burst open, throwing Jonathan effortlessly away. He tumbled onto the bed as a huge shadow loomed over him; he screamed again, lashing out blindly.

			“Jonathan! Stop! Take it easy. It’s me, Rudy!”

			Strong arms encircled him as Rudy pulled him close.

			“It’s okay, Jon, it’s okay. I’m here now.”

			For a few moments, Jonathan relaxed and sank into the security of his friend’s embrace. Suddenly he started.

			“Rudy!” Jonathan struggled to break free from his friend’s arms. “Rudy, listen to me. They’re in the garage. The models, they’re in the garage. I saw them.”

			“Jonathan, slow down. What models? What are you talking about?”

			“The goblin, Rudy. THE MODELS! He spoke to me.”

			“Jon, calm down. You’re babbling.”

			“In the garage. I came home to try and find the magic clay, the stuff I found in Hadley’s Wood. It’s gone, and so’s the piece I gave to Gavin. Don’t you see? It is the mud!”

			“What? What are you talking about?” Rudy was perplexed. Then he remembered Jonathan’s outburst in the hospital, the magic mud, the models coming to life. He had heard everything from where he stood, unnoticed. “Jon, are you serious?”

			“Rudy, you have to believe me. The models are alive, they really are.”

			“JON!”

			Richard Foster was suddenly in the doorway, his face dark with anger. “You’ve got to stop this!” He came into the room. 

			Rudy stepped aside.

			“I know you’re upset about Gavin. We all are. We all need answers to make sense of it, but not this. This thing with your models isn’t like one of Gavin’s fads; it’s more like an obsession. It has to stop.”

			Suddenly, Jonathan was calm.

			“What did you say?” the boy breathed. “Gavin’s fads?”

			“Jonathan, are you all right?”

			Jonathan squirmed out of his father’s arms and pulled open the roller drawer under Gavin’s bed. The objects contained inside were as Jonathan had left them when he tidied Gavin’s room. The games, a couple of toy cars, and some magazines.

			“Yes, Dad, I’m fine,” he said, selecting one of the magazines.

		


		
			Chapter 20

			Richard Foster looked at his son.

			“Dad, have I ever lied to you?” Jonathan asked.

			“No, you haven’t.” He was a little concerned about this sudden change of direction.

			“Then why would I lie now? Why would I make up such a fantastic story?” Jonathan got up from the bed, still clutching Gavin’s magazine.

			“I don’t know, son, and that’s what’s worrying me,” Richard Foster admitted. “Maybe it’s the shock of Gavin, I don’t know.”

			“It’s not that, you know it isn’t,” Jonathan said calmly. “Something bad’s happening and neither you nor the police can work out what it is. But I know, I’ve seen them, spoken to them.” Jonathan looked resolutely into his father’s eyes. “They’re in the garage, Dad, dozens of them. Go and look for yourself, you’ll see. Go and look.”

			Richard Foster looked at Rudy standing in the doorway. Rudy shrugged.

			“Don’t look at me. This is the first I’ve heard about it too.”

			Hesitantly, Richard Foster looked out of the bedroom window towards the garage. His son seemed so sincere, so sure. Surely there couldn’t be any truth in what he was saying, could there? It had to be shock talking, deluding him to such an extent that Jonathan was accepting it as absolute truth.

			“Son…” he began.

			“Go and look!” Jonathan shouted. “Both of you! Please, go and see for yourself, but take a baseball bat with you, Dad. They’re dangerous, really dangerous.”

			“All right, all right, I’ll go look, just calm down. Maybe you ought to come with me, just to prove, once and for all, there’s nothing out there.”

			“I’ll wait here, Dad. I don’t have to prove what I already know,” Jon said, sitting down on the bed.

			Richard Foster involuntarily shuddered at his son’s eerily calm attitude.

			“Okay, maybe that would be better. I’ll be quick.” He headed for the door.

			“Wait, I’ll come with you,” Rudy said as Richard passed him in the doorway.

			“The baseball bat, Dad. Take the baseball bat,” Jonathan urged.

			His father paused, then reluctantly picked up the three-foot bat from behind Gavin’s door. Raising it onto his shoulder, he headed for the stairs, closely followed by Rudy.

			Jonathan moved to the window, staring at the garden. As soon as his father stepped onto the path, he turned and ran from the room. Before they were halfway up the path, Jonathan was out of the house and racing up the street towards the rear access alley and Hadley’s Wood.
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			The sky was dull and oppressive. Although late afternoon, it was gloomy enough for dusk. Jonathan slowed to a walk, his breath coming thick and fast. He had sprinted all the way; the absurd notion that came to him in Gavin’s room spurred him on. The woods lay just ahead; the trees rising seemingly titanic in the early evening mist. Jonathan’s inspiration didn’t seem so appealing now. He stopped and stared at the line of trees about fifty yards in front. The darkness between the boles seemed impenetrable, the silence eerie. There was no breeze stirring the long grass, no insects buzzing, nothing but deafening silence.

			Icy fingers stroked Jonathan’s spine.

			Glancing swiftly around, he espied a large fallen branch on the ground to his left. He grasped it, feeling little comfort in its weight. It gradually dawned on Jonathan that he didn’t have anything in which to carry the mud. He had to obtain more; his whole idea depended on it. A handful would do; two would be better. He looked at Gavin’s magazine, now crumpled tightly in his fist. He decided he could scoop some mud within its pages; it would have to do.

			Jonathan took a deep breath and resolutely entered the woods. Everything looked so different at night, unearthly. He wasn’t sure he could find the flat stone where he first discovered the sparkling clay. He remembered the stream. If he could find that he could follow its course and sooner or later, it would lead to the rock. He was determined to give it his best shot.

			The echoing crack of a twig snapping made Jonathan jump; his heart leapt into his mouth. The sound seemed to emanate everywhere; the darkness confusing its direction. Fighting the urge to bolt, Jonathan continued on; his stick held ready.

			Something swooped, brushing his hair. Instinctively Jonathan ducked. Whatever it was vanished into the darkness. He exhaled slowly. His mouth was parched, his heart thundering beneath his ribs. Nervously he glanced behind; there was nothing but darkness there as an inky black gloom engulfed the wood. The trees were fading into deeper and deeper shadows. Reaffirming his grip on his makeshift club, Jonathan moved onwards.

			The air was so lifeless that Jonathan had difficulty breathing; he constantly gulped deep breaths in an attempt to relieve the tightness in his chest. He slipped down a shallow bank and was ankle-deep in icy water before he realised he had inadvertently found the stream. Jonathan closed his eyes momentarily to still his jangling nerves. At least he was close. He peered through the gloom. The shadows seemed to be alive, though he couldn’t actually see anything moving.

			Steeling himself, he began wading upstream, the water sloshing over his trainers and soaking the bottom of his jeans.

			He felt he was being watched.

			A rustle of leaves brought him about suddenly; he raised his improvised weapon. Then came a snapping twig from a different direction, then more furtive rustling. Jonathan wanted to call out, to demand to know who was there, but he couldn’t. He knew. Terror spread throughout his body, but he wouldn’t run.

			A chuckle floated out of the air, echoing from the tree trunks. Jonathan couldn’t ascertain from where the sound originated. He knew it was the goblin. That awful cackle was unmistakable.

			A movement caught his eye. Something darted behind a tree, nearly invisible in the semi-darkness. More activity to his right made the boy look that way, just discerning the rippling material of a dark cloak disappearing behind a bush. All around him, the woods came alive. Jonathan realised he was surrounded.

			“Gavin,” he murmured, looking wildly about him. “For Gavin.”

			His brother’s life could well depend on him retrieving some of the precious mud; he wouldn’t turn back. Gathering the final dregs of courage, he forged ahead, looking neither left nor right, doing his best to ignore the sinister goings-on around him. Jonathan pressed on, concentrating on splashing through the stream, purposely kicking the water to create a more natural and comforting sound.

			A rush to the left startled him. He stopped, gawking at a small group of figures standing on a patch of bare ground. They were all goblins, approximately twelve inches tall, covered with lurid colours. The paint had to have been splashed on by some insane artist, oblivious to line or form. Jonathan could just make out bright greens, flaming reds, and coalescing murky browns.

			The goblins, five in all, were heavily armed with swords, axes, and spears; three of them had shields. They grimaced, heads sunk between massive shoulders, bobbing and weaving about like predatory vipers. They glared at Jonathan, who had remained rooted to the spot, the stream flowing around his ankles. Then the goblins began to disperse. With an effort, Jonathan came to and ran. Two of the goblins rushed to intercept him.

			Without thinking, the boy leapt from the stream, yelling wildly and brandishing his stick. Unable to avoid the club, the two goblins were swept aside with one blow. A third ran to stab him from behind with a long, wicked spear. One swipe dealt with the spear; the backswing floored the goblin before it could recover. Without waiting for the others to show, Jonathan bolted, heading upstream, taking back to the water as the most direct, unobstructed route, desperately searching the banks for the flat rock.

			Rounding a bend, Jonathan felt a surge of elation; he recognised this part of the woods. The flat rock must be a little farther on. However, something whizzed past his ear. He had a brief impression of a minuscule arrow.

			“Ow!” Jonathan clasped his forearm.

			A tiny arrow was embedded in his flesh; a little trickle of blood seeped from the wound. Another arrow struck the back of his hand, making Jonathan cry out again. A large winged creature flapped about his head with something mounted on its back. Jonathan realised it was a wyvern, possibly even his own; he couldn’t tell. The figure astride the wyvern’s back was an elven archer, once again taking aim.

			Ducking down, Jonathan scooped up a handful of water and flung it at his flying attacker. The effect was astounding! The water struck the wyvern full in the chest, rolling it tail over beak, spilling its rider into space. The elf, being constructed of metal, dropped like a stone and crashed into a large bush.

			Jonathan punched the air in defiance.

			“Yes!” he yelled.

			He started to run again, lifting his knees higher to ease his progress through the water. The flat rock came into view. Jonathan rushed towards it. As he got nearer, he knew something was wrong. He couldn’t believe it! The earth surrounding the rock was bone dry; there was no trace of the mud!

			Dropping to his knees, Jonathan stared at the rock, his fingers probing the base. There was no doubt, the mud was gone. Frustrated, he smashed his fist against the stone. His heart sank. This couldn’t be happening, not now. All he needed was a handful, less even. He knelt there motionless, his hand, now sore, resting on the cool surface of the rock. Jonathan felt helpless and angry, needing to give vent to his rage.

			The slight tremor beneath his hand didn’t register at first. A tingling in his palm finally caught Jonathan’s attention. He stared at his hand, then at the rock. With a sudden comprehension, he leapt to his feet and bending over the rock, grasped the sides and heaved. The stone cut cruelly into the flesh of his palms. Grunting, the boy tried again. He felt it shift ever so slightly. Adjusting his grip, Jonathan hoisted again. Slowly, the stone began to rise.

			The goblin landed on the rock with an ear-splitting shriek, its weight tearing the stone from Jonathan’s grip. Startled, the boy looked up into the glowering visage above him. Before he could duck, the goblin struck Jonathan across the temple with the flat blade of its scimitar. Jonathan tumbled back, stars popping in front of his eyes. He landed hard on his rump, half in, half out of the stream. Shaking the lights from his head, he glared back at the goblin, hissing at him from the rock.

			“You run fast, boy,” snarled the goblin. “You give us a good race.”

			Jonathan saw his stick, lying a few inches from his right hand. Still scared, but now desperate, he lunged for the stick, grabbed it two-handed, and swiped at the startled goblin. Screaming wordlessly, Jonathan felt the rewarding impact right up to his shoulders as he smashed the goblin from the rock.

			With a painful cry, the goblin disappeared amongst the undergrowth.

			Dropping the stick, Jonathan attacked the rock again. With a massive surge of strength, he yanked upwards, his muscles cracking with the strain. The rock flipped over with a dull thud.

			The sparkling mud bubbled beneath; the small crevice choked with sticks and debris. The goblin’s work. He must have somehow guessed Jonathan’s intention. Brushing aside the blockage, Jonathan sank his fingers into the glittering sludge and placed a small handful between the pages of the magazine.

			“Stop! Brat!” screeched the goblin.

			Jonathan looked up. The goblin’s brutish head protruded from the bush, its iron helmet slightly askew. Gathering his precious bundle closer to his chest, Jonathan flipped the finger at the goblin and ran.

			“Get him! Get him!” the goblin howled as Jonathan pulled swiftly away. “Shoot him! Cut him!”

			The spine-chilling screams lent wings to Jonathan’s heels. He tore through the darkening woods, oblivious to the branches and leaves scratching his face and arms. A sharp pain in his thigh nearly brought him down. Maintaining his pace, he withdrew the arrow. More rained down, and one stung his neck. Jonathan slapped it away, wincing in pain. He was nearly clear of the woods when a troop of creatures appeared in front of him, blocking his path. Jonathan veered to the left, dodging around a tree. However, one anticipated the move and scampered around to cut off his escape.

			Increasing his speed, Jonathan dashed past the goblin, nearly ploughing into him as he did so. With an angry yell, the goblin launched a spear.

			Jonathan let out a shriek as the spear pierced his calf; he staggered, barely managing to stay on his feet. Hobbling on, he looked down at the spear firmly embedded in his leg. It was too deep to pull out, especially as the goblins were closing in behind. Gritting his teeth, Jonathan limped on, doing his best to ignore the searing pain, tears coursing down his cheeks.

		


		
			Chapter 21

			Jonathan didn’t know how long he had. He was tired, wet, and in pain. He kept looking up and down the road, expecting at any minute to see a horde of murderous models storming towards him, swords clashing, spears waving. Thankfully, except for a few cars and a couple of pedestrians, the road was deserted. He allowed himself a few moments’ respite, leaning against the bus stop for support. Withdrawing the foot-long spear from his calf was excruciating, but it had to be done. Jonathan bound the wound with material torn from his t-shirt.

			The small, squidgy bundle tucked into the waistband of his jeans was still soft, another reason for haste. He didn’t know how long it would remain in that state, despite being wrapped in the damp pages of Gavin’s magazine.

			It was getting late. The sodium streetlights were beginning to hiss as the timers triggered. They glowed a dull red, growing to brighter yellow, changing a colourful world to varying shades of grey and black. Anxiously, Jonathan glanced at his watch, ten past five. Chewing his lower lip, he began to wonder if he would be in time.

			The bus was a welcome sight. With his Oyster card in hand, Jonathan flagged it down. 

			The driver, and several passengers, looked askance at the dirty, dishevelled boy as he swiped the prepaid Oyster card across the terminal next to the driver’s seat. His mother had always made sure both Jonathan and Gavin carried Oyster Cards, a prepaid system used on London Transport precluding the need to carry money. Jonathan limped towards the back of the bus, slipping the card back into his pocket.

			He settled himself on the bench seat, thankful for the warmth inside the bus. Catching his reflection in the opaque window, Jonathan was shocked by his appearance. Dark rings surrounded his eyes; his cheeks were pale, and his hair, lank and greasy, clung to his head in wet strands. Looking down, he took in his torn t-shirt, seeing it for the first time. The bloody, makeshift bandage was tied around his leg, over his soiled, wet jeans. No wonder people were staring!

			But outside, concealed by the encroaching darkness, there was an unearthly sight, if anyone had cared to look. Emerging from the twilight, like some ethereal flock of birds, a flight of seven dragons and three wyverns swooped down towards the roof of the bus. They landed with ease, two diminutive figures alighting from each of their scaly and feathered backs.

			As the figures dismounted, their fantastical mounts soared into the air, bat wings spreading to catch the wind. They disappeared into the night, only to return minutes later with more of the grotesque warriors.
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			Richard Foster thumped the steering wheel in exasperation. Jonathan had no right to do this, not now, not with Gavin in the hospital, not with Rene so upset. However, despite his annoyance, he was worried and anxious about Jonathan’s state of mind. The garage had been wrecked; Jonathan’s modelling equipment was scattered everywhere; his models deliberately smashed. What was disconcerting was the state of the garage door. A small hole had been hacked into its bottom, or maybe chewed, maybe by rats or something. Richard didn’t really believe that; he didn’t know what to believe anymore. Staring at the red traffic light, willing it to change, Richard thought about his son. He blamed himself. He should have seen it earlier, thought about it sooner. He had been so wrapped up with Gavin and Rene he’d forgotten Jonathan was suffering too.

			“Dammit!” He thumped the steering wheel again.

			How could he have been so stupid, so blind? All the signs were there; he just didn’t see them. God alone knows what the poor kid was going through. Returning from the garage, Richard knew that Jonathan was gone before even entering Gavin’s bedroom.

			“Take it easy. We’ll find him,” Rudy said from the passenger seat.

			It had taken a lot of fast talking to persuade Jonathan’s father that he should go along, the clincher being when he said that he had a good idea where Jonathan had been going.

			A few moments of thought about what Jonathan had been trying to tell him brought Richard Foster to the same conclusion, Hadley’s Wood. The boy had so believed in his own delusion about models coming to life and magical mud; it seemed the logical place to look.

			The few minutes’ head start Jonathan had gained made it unlikely Richard could catch his son on foot. He took the car, hoping to intercept Jonathan at the main road that he would have to cross in order to enter the woods. If he hadn’t become snarled in roadworks jamming up the Bexley Road, he might have caught him. Now all he could hope for was to find Jonathan somewhere in the woods.

			The light changed; Richard drove across the junction. He had never felt so tired, so bone-weary in all his life. Sweet Mary, his whole family was suffering. He’d asked himself over and over, why us? Why Gavin, a sweet, innocent little kid, no trouble to anyone? Why him? Everything was so topsy-turvy.

			“Hey, there he is!” Rudy exclaimed, pointing at a passing bus going in the opposite direction.

			“What the…?”

			Richard slammed on his brakes, the tyres screeching in protest. The driver behind, barely stopping in time to avoid a collision, leaned angrily on his horn.

			Richard craned his neck, trying to get a glimpse of his son, but the bus was too far away. He leapt out of the car, oblivious to the raucous blaring of car horns and angry shouts. It was no good. Jumping back behind the wheel, Richard tore off up the road, desperately seeking somewhere to do a U-turn. Nowhere was presenting itself. His frustration building Richard glanced in his rearview mirror. The car behind was a few hundred yards back.

			“I’ve had enough of this!”

			“Whoa!” Rudy held on tightly as Richard pulled across the road, ignoring oncoming traffic, forcing it to stop. Lights flashed indignantly. Realising he wasn’t going to make the turn in one go, the car mounted the kerb, bouncing like a rubber ball on its springs. He accelerated off the kerb and went in pursuit of the bus.

			What was Jonathan doing on that bus? The route went nowhere near where they lived. It was heading towards Swanley. Richard frowned. Swanley? What the devil was in Swanley?

			“Oh my God!” Richard groaned as the blue light flashed in his rear-view mirror. “That’s all I need…!”

			“Let me out!” Rudy said urgently.

			“What?” Richard looked at him in surprise.

			“The police will hold you up for ages. We’ll lose Jonathan. I can try and catch him up on my own.”

			Richard Foster pulled up in the shadow of a tree where Rudy slipped out of the car and walked swiftly away, watched by the anxious father.

			[image: ]

			As the bus approached his stop, Jonathan got up, wincing at the stiffness in his leg. The pain flared briefly, settling down to a dull ache as he hobbled down the aisle to the middle exit doors. With the usual squealing of brakes, the bus juddered to a halt, the automatic doors flapped open and Jonathan awkwardly alighted.

			This part of Swanley, the industrial part, was like a ghost town. Low, yellow-bricked warehouses squatted all around. Apexed tin-plated roofs with large skylights stared darkly at the inky sky. Except for signboards proclaiming company names and logos, every building was identical. Remove the signs and unit numbers and it was highly unlikely that any of the tenants would be able to locate their own place of business.

			Harsh white light illuminated the parking areas that were rapidly emptying as the day’s work came to a close. Some of the units boasted spotlights illuminating the personal signs, advertising trades and businesses, though Jonathan failed to comprehend who’d see the signs at night in this godforsaken area. Some of the warehouses weren’t in darkness, or completely deserted. Quite a few of them must work until six, and later, which made Jonathan feel a little better. At least he didn’t feel so alone.

			Unfortunately, his destination was beyond these particular warehouse units, in the newer and more remote part of the industrial estate. Checking the bundle stashed in his waistband was still soft, Jonathan limped resolutely on.
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			Behind him, the bus he had just left made an unscheduled stop. Jonathan was deaf to the screech of brakes, so intent was he on his purpose. The driver of the bus was forced to stop when something struck his windscreen, causing a severe crack. Fortunately, it didn’t shatter. At first, the driver had thought it may have been a bird, or possibly a bat. He left the bus to assess the damage, expecting to see whatever had hit the bus lying on the road in a mangled heap. It had hit the windscreen with such violence.

			He saw something near the kerbside. On closer inspection, he discovered the shattered remains of a toy; it looked like a plastic dragon or something.

			“Kids,” the driver grumbled, peering after the dirty boy who had just alighted from his bus. He harrumphed again, before continuing on knowing he was going to be delayed in going home because of the accident report he would have to fill out.
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			It was really eerie here. All the lighted buildings were far behind. Jonathan looked woefully at the row of empty units on either side of the dark road. He wished they were occupied; just knowing someone was there would have made him feel braver. But they weren’t, and he’d have to make the best of it. Easier said than done.

			The streetlights along this stretch of road were working, though darkness was beginning to yawn beyond the perimeter of their influence, like a monster waiting to pounce.

			“That’s it, Jon Boy, think nice thoughts,” he told himself.

			He didn’t have far to go now. At any second, he expected to see the welcoming lights ahead. Jonathan passed the last empty warehouse. Beyond was a vast expanse of darkness. He limped to the corner, stopping in his tracks, his mouth open with shock.

			The warehouse was deserted, the car park empty. Jonathan looked at his watch, tilting it to catch the meagre light. It was just five-thirty.

			“But it should be open,” he muttered to himself. “Eight ’til late.”

			He couldn’t understand it. Then he remembered the day. Wednesday! The large advertisement hung like a huge oil painting in his mind.

			“Oh, no,” he groaned.

			Open eight ’til late, 
except Wednesdays, 
half-day closing!

		


		
			Chapter 22

			The car park security lamps were the only illumination as Jonathan sat with his back to the double glass doors, his head on his arms, resting on his knees. All for nothing, all the effort, the running, the pain, for nothing. Wearily he raised his face, wet with tears of frustration, and stared into the night sky.

			“Gavin,” he moaned.

			Sighing heavily, Jonathan dropped his head back onto his arms. What was he to do now? He gazed down at the crumpled pages of the magazine between his feet, the sticky mound miraculously still damp. A fat lot of good it was now.

			Above him was a huge sign, consisting of bent neon tubing, twisted into foot-high letters, The Universe of Toys. How could he have known Wednesday was half-day closing? He didn’t even know retail warehouses had half-day closing! His plan had been so simple, so straightforward. All he had to do was get to the warehouse, slap some mud onto the statue of Bann Greatsword, and wait for the mannequin to come to life. Did that sound crazy? Of course, it did, but then this whole thing was crazy.

			It was ironic that the magazine that had inspired Jonathan’s plan was the very same one he had used to wrap up the mud at his feet. With Bann’s magic sword, Jonathan could have saved Gavin, and Adam too. He could have made them both well, just as the barbarian warrior did in the comics. It might have worked; he had nothing to lose by trying. It was all academic now. The store was closed; the statue of Bann Greatsword was inside where Jonathan couldn’t reach him. So tantalisingly close, yet so far. Time had run out. The store wouldn’t reopen until eight o’clock tomorrow morning. Jonathan wasn’t sure Gavin had that long. To wait was dangerous, maybe even fatal, but what else could he do? He felt so angry inside he wanted to scream.

			Everything was still. Too still. Jonathan stiffened; some sixth sense alerting him to danger. Surreptitiously, he raised his head. He was faced by a silent, miniaturised mob. Light gleamed from two dozen swords. Spear points twinkled. Axes were held in readiness. They stood in menacing disorder, forming a crude half-circle. All his beloved models had grown and distorted, their dark eyes glowering at him.

			Jonathan was trapped. To his right and behind him was the glass-fronted warehouse. A small pen used to park shopping trolleys blocked his escape to his left. A lone waste bin, dark green, stood by the entrance. Slowly Jonathan eased himself to his feet, retrieving the damp package of mud and slipping it into his shirt. Flapping wings beat the night air. Jonathan gasped as two dragons with at least a three-foot wingspan swooped out of the night sky; a dark outline suspended between them.

			The dragons glided towards him, releasing their burden as they did so. Iron-shod boots crunched onto the tarmac. Jonathan was riveted to the figure that now stood nearly three feet tall.

			“So, boy, tell me, are you having a bad day, or what?” gloated the goblin, red eyes glowing in the dark.

			Casually, he withdrew his scimitar from a crude rope belt; the curved blade shone.

			“What’s the matter?” The goblin grimaced, revealing crooked, yellowed teeth. “Cat got yer tongue?”

			A wave of sniggering passed through the advancing horde in appreciation of the malevolent humour. Jonathan backed against the cold glass door behind him; his eyes darted left and right, seeking some avenue of escape.

			“Nowhere else to run, boy, you’re mine.”

			Jonathan lunged desperately to the right but was immediately blocked.

			“Uh, uh!” The goblin waggled a crooked finger at the boy.

			Jonathan glared at him defiantly, anger welling up inside. He dashed to the waste bin by the trolley pen, ignoring the searing pain in his leg. Thankfully, the free-standing bin was virtually empty. With a yell, Jonathan raised the plastic bin, by no means light, above his head.

			A look of consternation appeared on the goblin’s face, eyes widening in surprise. Jonathan turned and hurled the bin at the glass door with all his might. The bin struck home; the glass cracked but failed to shatter.

			The silence was complete as the bin rolled harmlessly to one side. Crushing despair gripped Jonathan as the clatter died away. The horde of gaudy models looked on with bated breath. The goblin, shrugging off his surprise, suddenly bellowed with cruel laughter, rocking on his booted heels. Jonathan was seething.

			Without stopping to think, he grabbed the bin again. Gripping one of its moulded handles, he charged the doors, swinging the bin at the last moment, employing every last vestige of his strength. Jonathan swung the bin again and again at the cracked glass panel. Then, on the third swing, the glass disintegrated.

			Jonathan was jubilant! Using the bin, he smashed out the jagged edges of glass and before the goblin or any of his cohorts could stop him, threw himself through the aperture into the store beyond. The goblin howled in rage and darted towards the broken door. But it wasn’t quick enough. Jonathan was inside!
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			The floor inside the warehouse was rubber with circular indentations at the entrance, presumably to prevent slipping; however, it also hurt if you happened to greet it with your head. Jonathan rolled to break his headlong dive through the door. He got to his feet, rubbing the side of his temple. He must find the statue of Bann Greatsword.

			He felt a warm wetness running down his calf. Fevered angry shouting made Jonathan run. He could make out the crooked silhouette of the goblin, chopping at the broken panel in the main door in a frenzy, slashing away the remaining broken shards of glass. The other models crowded behind. There was no time to lose.

			Jonathan vaguely made out the tall outline of the statue just ahead. With a whoop, he ran over to it, scooping the mud from the sodden package in his shirt.

			“For Gavin,” he said, slapping the mud over the statue’s broad, hard chest.

			Jonathan stepped back, absorbing the fine, handsome face. Raven-black hair swirled in some unseen, unfelt wind. The huge sword, for which he was named, was held high above his head, eternally frozen. Still, Jonathan waited expectantly. But nothing happened!

			“Please,” he pleaded. The statue was unmoved.

			“You’ve got to help me,” Jonathan said; tears stung his eyes. He brushed them away impatiently. “This is all my fault. Gavin being in the hospital is my fault. If he… If he … dies, it will be my fault. You’ve got to help me, please, help me.”

			The barbarian continued to stare at some unseen foe, totally oblivious to the boy’s entreaties. Jonathan fought rising despair, chewing his lips desperately. He poured out his story to the effigy in short, brief sentences. His eyes continually flicked towards the shattered door, still the statue didn’t move. The entrance was a small lighted square. The gruesome, enraged mob of fantastic models was swarming into the darkened warehouse. Fear chilled Jonathan’s blood. Row upon row of shelves disappeared into the bowels of the warehouse, all stacked with boxes; gaily packaged toys of every description: footballs, dolls, model cars, and aeroplanes. There were colouring books, pencils, and pens. All the latest fad toys, Power Rangers, X-Men, the Lion King models, Bann Greatsword figurines, shield and sword sets, and plastic masks.

			All silent, all useless.

			Something falling somewhere in the darkness made Jonathan’s heart leap into his mouth. A polka-dotted ball rolled to his feet. Something else moved. Jonathan yelped. His body started violently as a loud bell clashed through the warehouse; echoing off distant walls. The alarm! Obviously on a time delay to allow it to be switched off by the warehouse staff on entering the premises. Outside, though Jonathan couldn’t see it, a bright, white-blue light flashed. Petrified, Jonathan didn’t know what to do. He wanted to get out, run, get away, but to do that, he had to get past the raging goblin and his equally murderous horde. 

			Despite the jangling bell, Jonathan could hear jeers and laughter. Shadows flitted here and there, closing in on him. His escape was cut off, his plan a misbegotten, futile hope. He ran deeper into the warehouse.

		


		
			Chapter 23

			Getting a cab had been a real pain; they just didn’t like moving away from the main hubbub of the work. Rudy had to practically throw himself in front of the vehicle to make it stop. He had the driver follow the route of the bus he had seen Jonathan riding. He just hoped he would be able to spot some clue as to where his friend was going. They had been driving for nearly twenty minutes with no sign of Jonathan. Where had he been going? What was he doing? Rudy thought back on what Jonathan had said about the models. He had been so earnest about them, so sure, he really believed they were living, breathing things!

			The chilling thing was Jonathan had been so adamant Rudy found himself half believing his story as well. He sighed, staring out the window as the scenery flashed past. The cab driver had momentarily ceased his conversational banter, seeing as he was getting no response from the worried-looking young man seated in the back. Rudy had always liked Jonathan. Despite their age difference, they got on really well. In some ways, Rudy was reminded of himself. He had seen Jonathan being bullied at school. Rudy himself had had a taste of that when he was younger. With a name like Rudolph, you were a sitting duck! You might as well have just pinned a target on your back.

			Of course, then he was a lot smaller. Until the age of twelve, he was not much taller than Jonathan was now. But then he just grew and grew, and very soon the bullying stopped.

			He sympathised with Jonathan, though Rudy was well aware that he wasn’t a wimp by any means. He’d watched over him ever since the bullying incident, and in the meantime, their friendship just blossomed without any effort on either of their parts. 

			Rudy frowned.

			“Where are you, Jonathan? Where are you going?” he muttered to himself for the umpteenth time.

			Rudy watched as a flock of birds whirled across the evening sky, black shapes against the darkening blue. Only … they weren’t birds, they were…

			“Bats?”

			Rudy wound down the window, craning his head out for a better view. They didn’t look like bats either.

			A tingle crawled across Rudy’s scalp.

			“Oh my God,” he breathed. “Stop the car! Stop the car!”

			Startled, the driver pulled over to the kerb as Rudy leapt out, staring at the flock of flying creatures rapidly disappearing into the distance. Something was hanging below the dark bodies, gripped in claws or talons or … whatever.

			“What’s the problem? You car-sick or something? I know my driving can be a bit bumpy sometimes, but—”

			“What’s over there?” Rudy said, cutting him short.

			The cabby pouted, following Rudy’s pointing finger. “Industrial Estates,” he answered. “Oh yeah, an’ that new kids’ warehouse. Y’know the one they keep showing on the telly. The Universe of Toys.”

			Then Rudy knew.

			“Take me there,” he ordered, jumping back into the car.

			“But it’s Wednesday, half-day closing,” protested the Cabby.

			“I don’t care. Just get me there. Fast!”

		


		
			Chapter 24

			Running deep into the cavernous depths of the store, Jonathan blundered straight into a stand hidden by the shadows. Something cracked him painfully on his cheek as he fell down amidst a clatter and clanging. His hands shot out, trying to cushion his fall. The sudden impact with the floor jarred straight through his shoulders.

			He cried out, rolling amongst long, hard objects, abrading shins and elbows. Pain stabbed at his wounded calf. The noise echoed around the warehouse, momentarily drowning the noise of the alarm bell. Jonathan scrabbled to regain his balance. His hand closed over a rounded object; he felt coarse rubber under his sweating palm.

			“A cricket bat.”

			He heard shouting, then the goblin’s cackle. Jonathan looked at the cricket bat in his fist, the ideal weapon, short of a machine gun. Getting to his feet, he nearly tripped over the remaining bats scattered over the floor.

			“Ahhh!” Jonathan yelled involuntarily as the bell suddenly cut out.

			“Now I can hear myself think!” The goblin’s voice floated out of the darkness.

			Jonathan tensed, bat at the ready, his eyes searching. Vague shapes flitted in and out of the corner of his eye; yet, when he focused; they were gone. Silently, he backed deeper into the warehouse.

			“We can see you, boy. No, don’t go that way, nor that.” The laughter was maniacal.

			Jonathan turned constantly; the taunting seemed to come from everywhere. He thrashed the air as something brushed past his head, but he made no contact. Then something struck the bat. Turning the bat in a thin shaft of light coming in through the skylight high above, Jonathan saw a miniature arrow in the wood. He cried out in agony as another buried itself into his forearm.

			The situation was hopeless. He was a sitting duck in here. Jonathan couldn’t see the models, but they could obviously see him, and he made a much bigger target. He needed a plan. He’d reached the back wall and was crouching in the shadows, sucking at the wound on his arm. He needed light. If he could see the models, he could fight them. But where were the switches? Convenience would dictate they’d be at the front of the warehouse.

			Footsteps rushed towards him. Without thinking, Jonathan swung the bat, whooping with glee as he felt it connect. He hoped it was the leader, but the thin, surprised cry identified it otherwise. The creature crashed invisibly into a pile of boxes; no further movement came from that direction. More footsteps from the right, Jonathan swung the cricket bat that way. Again, he was rewarded by a solid thwack. Something cracked audibly; pieces clattered across the floor.

			“Now, that’s not very nice, is it?” came the voice of the goblin. “Anyone would think you weren’t glad to see us, Jonny Boy.”

			Jonathan bit back a caustic response, not wanting to give any more assistance to the attacking horde, though he had no doubt they were fully aware of his position. Keeping low, he ran as quietly as possible, hugging the back wall. The light switches had to be on one side of the doors or the other. He dashed towards the front of the warehouse.

			Something landed on his back, knocking him to the floor. He felt hands grabbing his hair, pulling his head back. Jonathan reached behind to the unseen assailant. Something sharp sliced his finger.

			“Ouch!” His hand felt the hard body of the model; his fingers closed around the torso. “Gotcha!”

			Jonathan tore the thing from his back, throwing it mercilessly to the floor. He saw a vague image of something struggling on the floor before he drove the end of the cricket bat into its head. It cracked and broke. Jonathan smashed down again, and the model shattered.

			“Hah!” Jonathan felt more confident now. Three of them! Only a thousand more to go, he thought grimly.
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			The cab pulled up at the front entrance to the car park fronting The Universe of Toys.

			“See, I told you, it’s closed,” the driver said.

			“Yeah, so I can see,” Rudy said, sliding across the back seat. Ruefully, he handed the cabby his last hard-earned tenner.

			“Want me to wait?” the cabby asked as Rudy got out.

			“No thanks, I’m okay,” Rudy said absently, surveying the front of the glass monolith squatting before him.

			The cabby shook his head. “Crazy…” he muttered, putting the car in gear. He U-turned and drove away, still muttering.

			A chill wind blew across the car park, making Rudy shiver. He pulled up the collar of his thin jacket and started across the tarmac. There was no sign of Jonathan, though Rudy knew he was here, he had to be! He was also sure Jon needed him.

			Jonathan had been upset. Rudy thought it was because of Gavin, naturally. Whatever Rudy had seen flying towards The Universe of Toys had not been birds or bats. It had been … what? Rudy wasn’t sure. The answer that tickled at the back of his mind didn’t bear thinking about.

			Rudy stopped short when he saw the shattered glass of the warehouse doors.

			“Oh man,” he said, his voice no more than a whisper.

			Sounds of banging and crashing came from inside the darkened building. Without hesitation, Rudy started forward at a run.

			Jonathan definitely needed him!
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			Jonathan made for the far corner; the aisles dim between the tall stacks of toys. Something thudded to the floor behind him. Iron-shod feet clattered after him. Slowing slightly, Jonathan allowed the attacker to get closer, straining his ears, trying to calculate the exact position. Hoping it was close enough, Jonathan abruptly stopped; the cricket bat raised.

			The pursuer squeaked in alarm, the iron-shod soles of its boot skidding on the slick, rubberised floor. Jonathan swung the bat, connecting solidly. With a wail, the model, an orc-goblin, flew into the air, disappearing into the darkness. Jonathan grinned wolfishly as it crashed into lord knew what; the ruckus lasted for several seconds. The crackling of cellophane and crunching boxes was clearly audible. Jonathan ran for the lights.
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			“Jon! Jonathan!” Rudy ducked through the broken door.

			Immediately he was surrounded by stygian darkness. Vague noises, dulled in the vastness of the warehouse, reached his ears. Waiting until his eyes adjusted to the gloom, Rudy called out again. There was no answer. Rudy wasn’t sure if he was really expecting one, already fearing the worst. 

			Peering into the gloom of the cavernous space, Rudy shivered, but he wasn’t cold. He realised how spooky the place was, how vulnerable he suddenly felt. Menace seemed to crackle in the very atmosphere, unseen, lurking, like a predatory beast, all sharp fangs and claws.

			“Oh Man…” Rudy chided himself.
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			Rudy! Here! The thought brought Jonathan up short.

			For a second, he panicked, didn’t know what to do. The goblin’s low, evil chuckle floated out of the darkness, galvanising Jonathan.

			“Rudy, get out! Quick! Get out!”
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			Rudy whirled towards the sound of Jonathan’s voice, momentarily confused by the strange, cackling laughter behind him. Something heavy struck the floor there. Again, Rudy turned. Before he had a chance to react, there was a flash of silver in the meagre light, then his vision exploded in a burst of white brilliance.
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			“NO!”

			Jonathan watched in horror as the goblin dropped off the shelving behind Rudy, sword drawn. As Rudy turned around, the sword swept across, smashing into the side of his head. He collapsed onto the floor like a felled tree.

			Straddling Rudy’s unconscious body, the goblin reached down with his free hand, entwined his gnarled fingers in Rudy’s hair and savagely pulled his head up, exposing his throat. The tip of the goblin’s scimitar pricked the soft flesh just under Rudy’s jaw.

			“Well, boy, are you going to come out now?” The goblin laughed.
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			Jonathan’s mind raced. He knew the goblin was insane enough to carry out the implied threat. He would hurt Rudy for sure, maybe even kill him. The thought made Jonathan dizzy. He also realised that if he did surrender, they could both share the same fate. He had to do something!

			“Time’s up, boy,” the goblin called.

			Horrified, Jonathan watched as the goblin drew back his sword arm, raising the scimitar high above its bullet-like head. Crimson eyes gleamed madly as he prepared for the lethal downward stroke, thin light glittering on the sword’s murderous edge.

			Jonathan was already racing forward, a strangled cry escaping his lips.

			He was closer than the goblin thought. The creature gawked in surprise as the boy bore down on him. With a grunt, they collided, Jonathan wincing at the hardness of the goblin’s body as he sent him sprawling.

			The scimitar flew from the goblin’s hand as they fell in a tangle. Desperately Jonathan scrabbled to his feet, still clutching the cricket bat. With an enraged bellow, the goblin leapt up, his face a mask of inhuman rage. Without thinking, Jonathan swung the bat, connecting solidly to the side of the goblin’s head. Yelling with pain, the creature spun away, crashing into nearby shelves.

			A rush of movement behind Jonathan made him turn. A huge orc-goblin rushed at him, spear raised. Deftly, the spear was reversed, the butt stabbing out. It struck Jonathan squarely between the eyes, staggering him. Again, the spear lashed out, cracking against Jonathan’s jaw. With a groan, he slumped to the floor, the world spinning into deeper darkness.

			Clinging desperately to consciousness, Jonathan was vaguely aware of dolls cascading on top of him as he slid to the floor. One fell into his lap; a surreal voice told him it loved him. Then faces, grotesque and leering, crowded around him; jeering, inhuman faces, small and ugly. Everything seemed so clear; so distinct. Jonathan’s awareness was heightened much more than it had ever been before.

			Models were jabbering and capering all around, like imps from a bizarre Dante’s Inferno, pointing, thrusting weapons at him. He felt helpless, paralysed. His head hurt, his face ached, and his back was sore from sliding down the shelves. The goblin loomed above him, the recovered scimitar waving in front of Jonathan’s blurring eyes. The rubbery lips worked, but Jonathan couldn’t hear the words.

			Suddenly, the attitude of the models changed; something was happening. They were turning, grins wiped from their gloating faces to be replaced with expressions of alarm. Several ran into the warehouse, weapons aloft. The large goblin leader frantically shouted, slashing the air angrily with his sword, pointing. An object flew through the air, just in Jonathan’s line of vision. He saw it was one of the spear-wielding elves. From the brief glimpse, the model seemed crushed and twisted.

			Wind rushed through Jonathan’s ears. He was dimly aware of vibrations rumbling through the floor. There was frenzied activity beyond his vision. He was dazed, his body unresponsive. Unable to move his head even a little, he could see nothing.

			Then one of the orc-goblins rushed over to where Jonathan lay and raised his sword above its bullet-like head, ready to strike. He glared down at the defenceless boy, spittle flying from his spasmodically working mouth. Jonathan wasn’t sure if the creature was yelling at him or not.

			The sword plummeted down.

			With a supreme effort, Jonathan raised his arm to block the descending blade. He screamed as the point sank into the back of his hand, emerging from his palm. The sword was torn from the orc’s grasp as Jonathan jerked his arm away, eyes swimming in agony. One second the orc-goblin was there, the next he was gone in a passing gust of air.

			Jonathan gave up, curling into a tight ball. He felt nauseous and weak. He was sure he was going to vomit. The thundering in his ears began to subside as Jonathan felt himself drifting in and out of consciousness. He felt hot and cold.

			The world turned.

		


		
			Chapter 25

			Suddenly Jonathan refused to give up; there was too much at stake. Something was happening in the darkness of the warehouse, something important. Cradling his injured hand, Jonathan struggled to his feet, his head swimming.

			Lurching precipitously, Jonathan staggered onto a Tolkienian scene. A tall, dark figure was brandishing a massive sword like a huge silver scythe. Dozens of tiny figures swarmed around him, swinging sabres, scimitars, and spears. The giant’s sword sliced through the milling horde time and time again, bodies flying apart at each pass.

			Jonathan sank to his knees, sweat pouring from his face.

			“Bann,” he gasped.

			The din of battle was tumultuous. Metal clashed against metal, sparks flew, and shrieks filled the air. Bann Greatsword moved like a dancer amongst the squat ugly legions, hair flying, muscles rippling, and sword flashing. The blade rose and fell tirelessly.

			Exhausted, his strength all but gone, Jonathan scanned the warehouse for the goblin. There was no sign of him. 

			The fight raged on; the hordes kept coming in wave upon wave. Unnoticed, Jonathan knelt at the end of the aisle, watching. Despite the incredible odds, Bann seemed to be winning. But Jonathan knew as long as the leader survived, the giant barbarian would never triumph. Jonathan was sure: kill the goblin and the rest would die. But where was the monster?

			As he knelt, an iron hard arm encircled his throat. The razor-sharp edge of a scimitar was laid across his Adam’s apple.

			He froze.

			“Hello, my lovely,” the goblin whispered in his ear. “I suppose this is your doing, hmmmm?”

			Jonathan daren’t move. His entire body turned to stone, his brain porridge. “Wh… What d’you want?” he asked.

			“Want?” Jonathan smelt fetid breath. “Want? I want you to call off your friend. I want him to lay down his sword, or I’ll skewer you like a piece of mutton!”

			“I… I can’t tell him what to do.” Jonathan couldn’t disguise the tremble in his voice. “He won’t listen to me.”

			“You underestimate yourself, boy,” the goblin replied. “He’ll listen. Watch!”

			Jonathan winced as the goblin shifted position, the sharp edge slicing deeper into his throat.

			“Oi!”

			The goblin’s bellow echoed through the building, startling Jonathan. A small cry escaped from his tightly pressed lips as the scimitar’s edge broke his skin, drawing blood, trickling warmly down his neck.

			The effect was instantaneous. The fighting stopped; weapons were lowered. All eyes turned towards the goblin and his captive.

			“Lay down yer sword, or the brat dies.”

			Bann didn’t move.

			“I mean what I say!” roared the goblin. “One short shove and it will be over.” His arm tensed to emphasise the point.

			Jonathan, paralysed, silently pleaded with Bann, sending a desperate message with his eyes. The goblin had to be stopped, no matter what the cost, stopped now.

			“Drop yer sword—” the goblin repeated.

			Belligerent models began to advance. Jonathan mentally begged the barbaric warrior to fight, to kill the goblin.

			Slowly Bann lowered his sword.

			“Gotcha!” the brute whispered, paraphrasing Jonathan’s own words.

			Defeated, Bann let his sword drop to the floor, the blade caught his boot.

			There was a hushed babble of voices as the models, holding their ground, waited eagerly to see what the goblin would do next. Fighting the tears burning behind his eyes, Jonathan looked up. Bann Greatsword was standing rigid, his dark eyes boring straight into Jonathan’s. There was a message there; his eyes were trying to say something. Jonathan tried to understand.

			Perspiration beaded the boy’s forehead as he struggled to comprehend. Imperceptibly, Bann shook his head. <Relax your mind, Jonathan. Open it. Listen to your intuition.> The goblin was gloating, savouring his victory. His arm was still around Jonathan’s neck as he waved his scimitar jubilantly above his head. 

			Bann’s forehead creased with concentration, his gaze never leaving Jonathan. Silently, they planned a last desperate scheme.

			The goblin’s guffawing rang out, its red eyes ablaze with glee. His army was cheering him, nudging one another, giggling, and pointing at the helpless Bann.

			Silence ensued. His expression evil, the goblin pointed to Bann.

			“Have him, lads.”

			The words were but a breath on a gentle breeze, but all in the warehouse heard them.

			Jonathan suddenly drove the elbow of his good arm as hard as he could into the goblin’s side. As the monster staggered backwards, Jonathan twisted away from the encircling arm, leaving a good deal of skin under the goblin’s sharp, broken fingernails. His elbow hurt from the hard contact with the goblin’s rigid body, Jonathan threw himself to one side, landing heavily on the floor. Still clutching his throbbing hand, Jonathan rolled onto his back, pain coursing through him.

			At that exact moment, Bann flicked his foot. His sword sailed into the air. Deftly, the giant caught the rotating blade, flipped it over, and hurled it like a javelin straight at the goblin.

			The last thing the goblin saw was the sword flashing towards him. The sharp blade punched through his chest, bursting out of his broad back, and lifting him off his feet. The howl died in his throat with a sickening gurgle. The sword struck a pillar, quivering; the goblin impaled. Teeth gnashing, his hands frantically pulled at the sharp blade, gashing its stubby fingers. All its efforts were futile. The goblin shrieked in agony; its bowed legs drummed a death tattoo against the pillar, its torso heaving. Gradually, the struggles lessened, the kicking became weaker, and the arms fell loose. With one final spasm, the goblin slumped limply onto the sword, suspended like a butterfly on a pin.

			Both elated and disgusted, Jonathan watched. The goblin began to shrink and turn black, eventually splitting apart and falling to the base of the pillar in a thousand pieces. The pieces smouldered briefly until there was nothing left but ash. All over the warehouse models were falling to the floor, shrinking, stiff, and immobile, their faces once again blank and expressionless. A weird blue light haloed each and every one of them. Like the goblin, the remains smouldered, turned to ash, and vanished.

			Jonathan lay on the floor, exhausted, yet glad. It was over. Then he remembered Gavin, Adam, Rudy…

			But he was so weak, so tired, so…

		


		
			Chapter 26

			Like searchlights, the cars’ headlamps pierced the pitch-black of the deserted car park. Richard Foster could just make out the outline of a bundle lying on the ground by the shattered doors of the warehouse. He couldn’t quite make it out. It looked like a pile of rags.

			As he drew nearer, he caught his breath.

			“Jon.”

			Richard was out of the car before the engine had time to stop running. In three strides, he reached his son. His hands stroked Jonathan’s face, flinching at the heat, tentative fingers probed the neck, covered in blood. The pulse was steady and strong. Relief flooded through him. And then he realised that Jonathan hadn’t fallen to the ground, he had been carefully positioned. A large pink teddy bear was cushioning his head.

			“What the…?” he muttered.

			Rudy sat by the empty trolley park, his head bowed in his hands, hanging between his knees. He felt sick. Nausea roiled like a hard, greasy ball in his stomach.

			Two more sets of headlights lasered the darkness. Richard narrowed his eyes against the glare. Both cars slued to a stop. He was surprised to see Detective Inspector Havelock emerge from the leading car; policemen poured out of the other.

			“Is he all right?” Havelock asked, looking at Jonathan.

			“Yeah, I think so,” Richard answered.

			“His hand.”

			“Oh God! There’s a nail stuck through it.”

			“No! Leave it. Call an ambulance.” This was said to one of the policemen beside her.

			Another policeman knelt by Rudy, who weakly waved a hand in the air to show he was all right.

			“He’s Rudy Daniels, a friend of Jonathan’s,” Richard Foster explained to Havelock. He looked at the policewoman quizzically. “How’d you know to come here?”

			“After you convinced those officers you were chasing your son, they contacted me. That’s why they let you go. You were supposed to have followed them.”

			“Sorry,” Richard replied. “But as soon as I heard that call come over the radio about the intruder alarm going off at The Universe of Toys, I just knew it had to be Jon.”

			“What’s he doing here?”

			“I wish I knew.”

			Richard groaned, looking down at Jonathan’s leg. “His leg’s badly cut as well. What the devil’s going on here?”

			“Ma’am?”

			Havelock looked up.

			“You’d better come and see this,” her sergeant said.

			Havelock inspected the front doors of the warehouse, hanging drunkenly outwards; glass littered the car park.

			“That was done from the inside out,” she said. “And somehow I don’t think a thirteen-year-old boy and his friends would have been capable.”

			The smashing noise silenced the officers in the car park.

			“What was that?” Riddel exclaimed.

			“There’s someone still in there.” Havelock peered into the dark interior. “I think he’s trying to get out the back. You two, cover the rear! You, call for backup.”

			Havelock stepped through the hole left by the broken doors, glass scrunching under her feet.

			“It looks like a war zone in here,” she muttered to herself.
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			“DAD!”

			Richard started as Jonathan suddenly grabbed his forearm, rising half off the ground, his face pale and bloodied, eyes wide as saucers, wet and bloodshot.

			“Dad, they were here! The goblin, dragons… they were all here!”

			“It’s okay son. I’m here now, and so are the police.”

			Jonathan collapsed. “It’s over,” he mumbled.

			At once, Jonathan stiffened in his arms. “The hospital. We’ve got to go to the hospital,” he said, trying to get up again.

			“Easy son, you’re hurt.”

			“Dad, we’ve got to go. Gavin, Adam, they might need me.”

			It hurt to see his son this way, scared, no, terrified, near to a complete breakdown.

			“Jon…”

			A tremendous crash resounded from within the depths of the warehouse. The windows shook; a faint vibration trembled beneath Richard’s feet.

			John Riddel swore in surprise, snapping on the flashlight he was carrying; the beam lanced into the interior.

			“Can you see anything?” called a policeman by the car.

			“Not a thing!” returned Riddel. “I’m going in!”

			Tensely, father and son waited; vague shadows danced within the building in the wake of Riddel’s torch. Unconsciously, Jonathan drew nearer to his father. Richard jumped, feeling Jonathan jerk as well, as lights flickered on inside the warehouse. Two dark figures, Havelock and Riddel, could be discerned through the glass walls.

			Jonathan slipped out from beneath his father’s hand and limped over to the entrance.

			“Jonathan, wait!”

			Richard wasn’t quick enough. Despite his injuries, Jonathan darted inside. His father hurried after him.

			“The place is wrecked,” Havelock said, surveying the debris. “It looks as if a tornado passed through here. Look at the mess!”

			Jonathan was looking. Toys were strewn everywhere, most of them broken. Stands were overturned; glass counters smashed.

			“Do you know what’s going on here? Who caused all this vandalism?”

			Jonathan blinked in surprise. Havelock was suddenly in front of him.

			“Why were you in such a hurry to get here? Were your friends waiting for you? What does Daniels have to do with all this?” 

			“Now wait a minute…” protested Richard, his arm going protectively around Jonathan. “You saw for yourself he was unconscious when we arrived. Look at his injuries. He’s not responsible for all this!”

			“Then what’s he doing here?” Havelock asked pointedly.

			“Ma’am, back here.” Riddel stood at the end of the middle aisle, beckoning.

			Havelock frowned at Jonathan and his father, then went to investigate what her sergeant had found, closely followed by Jonathan and his father.

			“Whoa! What went through there? A tank?” gasped Havelock.

			The hole in the side rear glass wall was big enough to accommodate an articulated lorry. The ground outside sparkled with glass shards. Jonathan smiled. Slowly, he edged back, turning towards the entrance. He made his way down the central aisle, oblivious to the wreckage. Clowns with bright green hair gawked, racing cars cracked underfoot, and a football spun away from his foot. Reaching the end of the aisle, Jonathan paused, his heart pounding. He was half afraid to look; his mouth dry with anticipation. Steeling himself, he peered round the corner.

			“Oh wow,” he said in a small voice.

			The statue of Bann Greatsword was gone!

			“Jon?” said his father beside him.

			Jonathan looked at his injured hand, almost as if he just realised it was hurting him. The wound was red, angry, and visibly swelling.

			His father knelt in front of him. “What is it, son? What is going on here? Please tell me, what’s all this got to do with you?”

			“Can we go to the hospital now please, Dad?” Jonathan nursed his hand, which had begun to throb mercilessly, ignoring the questions.

			“Good grief! Your hand! I’d forgotten.” Richard got to his feet.

			“Wait a minute, you just can’t leave!” Havelock hurried over.

			“My boy’s hurt, in shock. You want to ask more questions? You can do it at the hospital. I’ll be taking Rudy as well.”

			Havelock looked at Jonathan.

			“Of course, you’re right. Go on, we’ll talk later.”
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			The journey to the hospital was quick. Jonathan’s hand, resting in his lap, still throbbed unmercifully. Rudy sat silently in the back, his head resting on the rear of the seat. An ugly blue-black weal flared along the side of his head. He was ghastly white, and his dark, ringed eyes closed.

			At first, Jonathan had been confused; the goblin, Bann Greatsword. Things had happened so fast he had been bewildered by the speed of events. But now he knew. He knew!

			Richard Foster glanced continually at his son. He felt a chill creep up his spine as Jonathan grinned to himself. Disregarding normal parking restrictions, Richard pulled up in front of the A & E department. First helping Jonathan out of the car and then Rudy, who was still a little shaky, they hurried inside.

			“Wait, Dad, I want to see Gavin first.”

			Richard looked at Jonathan’s hand; it looked inflamed and infected.

			“I don’t know, Jon.”

			“I’m okay, really,” he replied calmly. “I must see Gavin.”

			Jonathan pushed past his father, heading for the intensive care unit. Leaving Rudy in the care of an A & E nurse, Richard Foster followed his son. As they neared the unit, they saw a small group of people by the door. The group parted and Rene Foster stepped out.

			“Richard! Thank Heavens!”

			“Rene? What’s going on? Where’s Gavin?”

			“No, no, it’s all right. He’s going to be all right. He’s… He’s recovering.” She couldn’t help the tears.

			Now Richard was totally confused.

			“All right? What are you talking about? How?”

			Doctor Henderson appeared behind Rene.

			“We don’t know how, or why. But the tests show that there are no longer any toxins in Gavin’s system. He’s made a very swift and remarkable recovery.”

			“Rene?” Richard queried, half afraid to believe it.

			“It’s true, Richard. He’s fine and calling for sausage and chips!” Rene laughed through her tears.

			Jonathan let out a whoop of delight, his good hand punching the air. “Yes!”

			“Jon?” Rene Foster noticed him for the first time. “JON! Look at the state of you and your hand!”

			“It’s fine, Mum. Everything’s fine. Can I see Gavin?”

			“Oh my god! What happened to you?”

			“Please, I want to see Gavin.”

			“Doctor?” Richard said.

			After a brief examination of Jonathan’s hand, the doctor nodded. “No problem. You know where he is. I’ll be by to check on him presently.” Henderson turned to Jonathan. “First your brother, then your hand, right?”

			Jonathan nodded.

			They found Gavin sitting up in bed, reading the inevitable magazine.

			“Dad! Jon!” He leapt out from beneath the blankets. “Look, I’m well again!”

			Richard Foster couldn’t believe it; his eyes brimmed with tears. He gathered Gavin in his arms, his hands brushing back his hair, kissing his forehead again and again.

			“Gavin, are you all right?”

			“I’m great!” Gavin beamed, hugging his father back. “Hi ya Jon! Where ya been?”

			Jonathan hugged his brother awkwardly, keeping his injured hand out of harm’s way. 

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Squirt,” he said.

		


		
			Chapter 27

			Jonathan paused by the side door of the garage, looking back at Gavin and Max playing raucously in the bright sunshine that was flooding the garden. The dog was barking, fetching the gaudily coloured ball Gavin gleefully threw for him. Through the kitchen window, his mother and father were having a quiet cuddle. At that moment, they looked up and waved at him. Jonathan smiled back. They had both wanted, hoped, that he would have given up his models. It was as if they expected him to.

			Had he?

			Had he, hell!

			Jonathan loved his pastime too much to give up now. Besides, the models weren’t the problem, never had been. Jonathan knew what the problem had been. He hadn’t understood it, but he knew. And so did Gavin. It was their secret.

			He and Gavin had talked about what had happened in the hospital. Gavin accepted it all so innocently; it had made Jonathan laugh. He said he had woken up to find Bann Greatsword smiling down at him, the Star Sword lying on his chest.

			“It sort of tingled, and then I was all right. I didn’t feel sick anymore. Bann told me to keep it a secret, no one was to know, though I s’pose it’s okay to tell you. Funny thing was, he spoke to me, but his lips didn’t move. I just sort of heard his voice in my head.”

			Adam also fully recovered. Though by accident or design, he had no idea how his miraculous recovery came about. Nor did he ever speak of the attack on him, saying he simply couldn’t remember. Somehow, Jonathan knew better. Jonathan was sad, though not really surprised, when Adam told him he wouldn’t be returning to The Model Workshop. Phrases like: Post-traumatic stress disorder, near-death experience, or psychological damage weren’t in Jonathan’s vocabulary, but he understood the concepts.

			Adam said he and Susie were going to get married and move down to Brighton. Susie had passed her finals and was now a qualified chef. They were hoping to open a small seaside restaurant.

			Rudy was the greatest mystery. He said nothing about the events in the warehouse, claiming he had seen nothing, only shadows. Jonathan knew he was lying. Rudy had to have seen the goblin. Even in the meagre light, there was no mistaking the grotesque figure. Why he said differently, Jonathan wasn’t sure. Maybe he had trouble accepting it; models coming to life wasn’t your everyday occurrence. Perhaps it jarred Rudy’s own concepts of the world: the world, according to Rudy Daniels. Jonathan was sure that wasn’t it, either. It was just Rudy and how he handled things. He had said something strange that first night they spent in the hospital together. They were in adjacent beds. Jonathan’s hand and legs were swathed in bandages. Rudy looked as if he were wearing a huge white turban. He was sitting on his bed, his expression pensive.

			“Funny,” he said suddenly, “how things go around. I think I’m looking out for you, and you end up saving me. Weird.”

			Rudy had looked at him, a new respect shining in his eyes. “Last time pays for all, eh?”

			Jonathan had been glad. He knew at that moment that he and Rudy would always be friends.

			Jonathan, Gavin, and Rudy were questioned incessantly by Havelock, Dad, and even Mum about what happened. But none of them had told, nor would they, not ever.

			The burglaries, the attack on Adam, and Birbeck’s death would always remain a mystery. Jonathan’s only regret was Justin. He didn’t exactly feel grief, nothing that strong, just sadness when he thought of it. 

			What had Detective Inspector Havelock called it? An open file. That was it. She had given Jonathan a funny look when she had said that. He was sure she would always suspect him of something, even if she didn’t know what that “something” was!

			Jonathan glanced at his hand, at the two scars, back and front, a visible reminder. Dad had really been concerned that the nail would cause permanent damage, but Doctor Henderson assured him there was no danger, adding, “Jonathan’s injury wasn’t caused by a nail. It was this.”

			Dad’s face was a picture when the doctor dropped a small object into the palm of his hand. A perfect miniature sword.

			The scar was really redundant as a reminder. Jonathan would never forget. Once the bru-ha-ha died down, the only loose end remaining was the statue of Bann Greatsword. He and Gavin had visited The Universe of Toys, amazed when they saw a completely different statue of the barbarian hero standing guard outside the warehouse entrance. This statue was just as tall, but the sword was held by the pommel, the point resting on the ground, whilst the statue looked wistfully towards some unseen horizon. Jonathan enquired as to what happened to the old statue.

			“It was the strangest thing,” said the security guard. “It was found in Hadley’s Wood by a small stream, covered in mud with dozens of small nicks and cuts all over its body. The management decided it was beyond repair, the damage was too great. They replaced it with this one.”

			Jonathan and Gavin smiled knowingly at one another and, to the security guard’s complete astonishment, burst out laughing.

			Later Jonathan had gone to Hadley’s Wood, to the flat rock where it had all started. The rock wasn’t there anymore, just a strange, glassy substance, sealing off the ground and the strange, deadly mud beneath. Bann’s last duty before reverting to a lifeless statue.

			Maybe one day, when he was older, Jonathan thought he might become a writer. He would adopt a pseudonym and write about his experience. It’d make a good story. If he was lucky enough to get it published and someone said, “It’s a good story, but a bit far-fetched, don’t you think?” He may agree, smiling a secret smile, and he would answer, “As long as it is a good read, and it whiled away a few hours, it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

			Jonathan looked back at his parents; he could see them talking as Mum made some tea. Yes, they had wanted him to give up his models, but hadn’t insisted. In fact, their attitude had changed slightly. Dad wasn’t so aggressive towards them; he’d actually begun to take an interest—sort of.

			Now and then, Jonathan saw his father fingering a small model sword, turning it over and over in his fingers, pensively gazing into space, lost in thought. He will never really be sure, thought Jonathan. 

			He went into the garage, closing the door behind him.

			ENDS.

		


		
			Book Club 
Questions

			1.In a world of Playstation, Nintendo, mobile phones, and social media, is it still common for teenagers and younger to still be on their own?

			2.Jonathan Foster is continually bullied at school. Is bullying still prevalent in schools in the United States and the United Kingdom?

			3.If bullying is still in our schools, what should be done about it?

			4.Is Jonathan Foster’s relationship with his father a common occurrence?

			5.GAMES AND GOBLINS is a little graphic in places. Is this an up-and-coming trend in Young Adult novels, T.V., and Movies?

			6.Is Jonathan Foster’s father right when he says there is no point to Jon’s model making hobby?

			7.Do you think GAMES AND GOBLINS would make a good movie? Why or why not?
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