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Chapter 1
The End

A

sky filled with a million distant stars had allowed little light that evening to guide the
young woman’s journey home. Taking a
moment’s rest, she surveyed the surrounding area
from the crest of Furze Hill. Below her the village
slumbered in darkness and beyond a silver glow covered the trees like a pearly blanket that beckoned her
on.
Approaching the scattered houses, she trod with
caution as the fog crept alongside, a silent companion
on the traveler’s journey towards the pond. On arrival,
she snatched a peek at her reflection in the murky water to adjust her cloak and smiled, this was the face of
a woman ready to change her fate. A glance skyward
confirmed the moon had reached its position atop of
the trees; it was time to join her brothers and sisters.
As she left the village behind and strode into the
woodlands the familiarity of the surroundings allowed
the young woman to weave in and out of the undergrowth with ease, and she began to run. Dancing
along she spun with excitement, outstretched fingertips tapping rhythmically at the tree trunks, until a
strange crackle in the air caused her to halt. She
searched; trying to find where it was coming from,
but to her annoyance, it stopped as quickly as it had
started.
Cautiously, she began to move forward again, yet
only managed a few steps before the stillness was
shattered once more by a series of thunderous blasts
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ripping through the woodlands. The sound came in
deafening waves and she clapped her hands over her
ears in a desperate attempt to block it out. Then the
earth began to pulsate under the young woman’s feet.
Disorientated she staggered forward several steps,
when her foot caught under a loose tree root, causing
her to fall awkwardly to the ground.
For several moments, she lay in the darkness,
paralysed with fear, not knowing what would happen
next. Finally, the tremors ceased and she tentatively
removed her hands. To her horror, the sounds that
now filled the night air were violent screams – cries
of fear and panic.
Gathering enough courage to stand, she darted to
an old oak tree and hid in the shelter of its huge trunk,
whilst the cries abated and the woodland became silent once more.
Taking a deep breath, she gave a silent prayer,
then leaned out to see if it was safe as a ball of yellow
light hurtled towards her, growing as it came and
spreading out until it seemed to be the size of a mountain. There was no time to run.
Striking its target, the light’s power engulfed her
and she was instantly lifted off the ground, screaming
helplessly as it raised her through the trees. Her hands
grabbed frantically at branches as she desperately
tried to anchor herself. The leaves tore bloody slices
into her hands whilst she cried out in agony. No
match for the power of the light her body burst
through the canopy, high above the woodland. The
moonlit sky greeted her calls for help with a silent
response of disinterest. Then the light evaporated and
she began to fall. As she tumbled, the branches struck
with force at her body and face. The scream that
struggled to escape her was silenced as she hit the
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ground. Blood sprayed from her mouth and she
slipped into unconsciousness.
*
Val Saunders snapped upright after yet another
nightmare. Placing a hand on her chest she could feel
her heart pound rhythmically like a drum. “It was a
dream, it was a dream,” she repeated to herself, taking
several deep breaths and gingerly removing the individual strands of sweat laced hair that clung to her
forehead, until she began to feel a little more like herself.
As every morning, she swung her legs out of the
bed, flexing her toes into the thick cream carpet,
whilst contemplating why she had been cursed with
such vivid nightmares. She’d suffered with them for a
few weeks now. Each one more intense than the last
Val was forced to hear, feel and see everything the
poor girl in her dream was going through. Her mum
had told her once that dreams were supposed to be a
manifestation of your deepest worries, but she
couldn’t imagine anything in her life being bad
enough to merit these night-time assaults. Her exams
were over and even in the deepest of her sleep deprived revision for her a-levels she hadn’t dreamt
about women in cloaks being beaten to a pulp by a
ball of light.
Pushing on her slippers she shuffled to the bedroom door - pulled on her dressing gown and let out a
wince as it brushed her shoulder. Loosening the
gown, she examined her arm, but there was nothing.
Her skin was soft pink and unmarked, yet ached like
it was bruised to the bone. She felt annoyed there was
no big blue, black mark to justify her pain.
Val proceeded to prod at it on her way to the
bathroom, as her mum appeared balancing a stack of
clean towels.

6 · G L TWYNHAM

“Morning. You excited? One day till you’re
eighteen. I can’t wait for your party tomorrow.” Susan
pushed the towels into the airing cupboard. “Just
think! You’ll be able to vote, get married, and leave
home all in one day,” she teased, as she tied up her
mass of dark hair laced with thick grey streaks.
“You look like the bride of Frankenstein when
you do that.” Val grinned.
Susan squeezed her affectionately. “Jealousy is
such an ugly trait. Comes from your dad’s side of the
family”
“I’m not jealous… I can’t wait to go grey.” Val
joked as she pulled out of her mum’s grip.
“Less cheek.” Susan grabbed the wash basket as
Val sidestepped into the bathroom. “And speaking of
hair – get yours cut.”
“Yes Mum.” She closed the door and headed to
the sink. From the mirror her velvet brown eyes stared
at her unfavourably, and she sighed at her bland reflection. It didn’t help her self-image that her bestfriend, Delta, resembled a model off the cover of
Teen Vogue.
Wincing as she untangled her unruly brown hair,
she sucked in her cheeks, gave her best pout and
wondered what it must feel like to be beautiful.
“How long are you going to be? I want to put
your bacon on,” Susan called through the door.
Her cheeks popped back out. “Ten minutes,” she
replied, heading for the shower.
*
Towel drying her hair vigorously Val mooched to her
room, slipped into her jeans, jumper, and Converse
and headed downstairs.
In the kitchen, Susan had dished up a ‘breakfast’
of royal proportions. Val often wondered if her mum
expected fifteen children to come down at meal times,
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not just one. Her dad sat at the table chewing on a
piece of bacon. A mop of brown hair sprinkled with
grey stuck over the top of his newspaper.
“Anything good?” Val flicked the paper. He
mumbled a response, shoved a piece of toast into his
mouth, and continued to read.
“Mike! Val’s speaking to you,” Susan said.
Mike stopped reading, shook and folded the
newspaper with exaggerated gusto and placed it on
the table as he wiped the crumbs from his moustache.
“Good morning, my beautiful daughter.” He
grinned. “Would you like to come to work with your
old dad today? I have a fascinating project. I’ll even
let you mix cement.”
She filled her plate and joined him. “As amazing
as that sounds, my days on your construction sites are
over. I have my own job, remember?” She pushed out
her tongue enough for him to pretend to disapprove
and her mum not to see.
“Yes of course I do. How’s it going?” He leaned
towards Val and whispered. “Where are you working?”
Susan placed a sausage on his plate. “She’s still
working at that bookshop. When she should be choosing a university and a future.”
“I can’t leave Mr. Gallymore, he needs me too
much. And Mum we’ve had this conversation already.
Until I know what I want to do, I’m not choosing any
more ways to torture myself with endless studying.
When I get my results, I’ll know what my next move
should be.”
“Sue, you and I both took a year out after sixthform,” Mike said.
“Yes, Mum, what Dad said.”
Mike rolled his eyes at Val. She’d gone too far by
agreeing with him.
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Susan stood motionless, hands on hips.
Val fumbled with her toast. “I’ll choose one! I
promise. Just not yet.”
“You will. And now you’re not surrounded by
your school friends anymore maybe you could make
some new ones,” Susan said.
“I think you need to face the facts, Mum. Popular
isn’t an aspiration of mine.” Val bit into her bacon.
Clearly ignoring her Susan continued. “You know
I still have friends I see every month from school.
You finished and that was it. No one comes to visit
you; no one calls. You’re lucky Delta will be over for
the summer soon or you’d be completely alone. Mike,
tell her. Everyone needs friends.”
“Everyone needs friends,” her dad repeated parrot
fashion.
“You’re both as bad as each other.” Susan quickstepped back to the cooker, pulling out a tray of sizzling sausages and placed them on the side.
Val watched as her dad opened his newspaper and
hid. “You need friends, and to choose a university.”
“She does.” Susan closed the lid of a large Tupperware box.
Val tipped her remaining toast onto her dad’s
plate, stood and grabbed her rucksack from the back
of the chair. Time to smooth the parental waters. “I
think I have more than one friend Mum… I have
you.”
“Shut up,” Susan nudged Val playfully.
“So rude,” Val nudged back. “Seriously, I’ll try
and make a few new friends this summer. I like the
customers, I’m sure one could be a worthy candidate,” she replied, placing her empty plate on the
draining board. Although no faces popped into her
head.
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“Fine, here you go.” Susan handed her the Tupperware box with the lunch she’d made for Val and
her fourteen imaginary siblings.
“Will I have enough?” Val took it and pretended
to sag under its weight as she shoved it into her bag.
“The day will come, Valerie Saunders, when
you’ll be grateful for the food I prepare.”
“Hey Dad, now I know who packed lunch for Jesus the day he fed the five thousand.” Val joked and
danced out of range as Susan moved to swipe her with
a tea towel.
“Go or you’ll be late for the bus.”
Val trotted down the hall and grabbed her jacket.
Walking out the front door she called back, “See you
later.”
*
The warmth of the early morning sun embraced Val
as she stepped off the bus. She closed her eyes, raised
her face skyward and breathed in the summer air. She
contemplated how this was her favourite time of year
when a sudden sharp spasm stabbed at the top of her
arm. Val’s eyes shot open, her breath caught at the
pain and she pulled at the neck of her top. Glancing
down at her shoulder she couldn’t see anything, this
was ridiculous. She rubbed it vigorously and then
stiffened when the pain was replaced by an overwhelming sense she was being watched. It felt like
focused eyes were working their way slowly down the
side of her face and onto her neck.
She flashed a sideways glance half expecting to
see someone staring, but instead she was greeted by
Arcsdale’s only tattoo parlour. And without hesitation
she crossed the street to get a closer look.
Standing on the pavement in front of the shop,
Val’s attention was strangely transfixed by a single
image displayed in a window full of illustrations. Her
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hand reached out to touch the glass that separated her
from the drawing when a presence threw her into
shadow. Val tentatively turned to find her face level
with a broad chest wrapped in a skin-tight black tshirt and her gaze rose into welcoming eyes.
“Can I help you?” the man asked.
His tone surprised her as mild for someone of his
stature, and Val tried to communicate, but nothing
came out.
He placed a thumb in his belt loop causing the
stark black Celtic tattoos that covered his arm to ripple over his tight muscles. With his other hand, he
scratched his shaved head. “I know you.” He smiled.
“You’re the girl from the bookshop.”
Val nodded as the words, “I don’t know you,”
seeped through her lips in a whisper.
“True. You haven’t served me. The old guy normally does. He said you were his protégée. Nice to
meet you.” He offered his hand. Val shook it, noticing
how firm his grip was, and how small her hand was in
comparison. “You alright?”
She nodded. They stood for a moment in awkward silence.
“Right then. If you ever want to come in and
browse, please feel free. I’m Shane.” He started to
walk away.
“What’s that?” she blurted - finally finding some
courage.
“Excuse me?” He turned back.
Her finger hovered over the image in the window.
Shane looked closer. “That’s a zodiac circle.”
“That’s it, the zodiac, nothing special?” She felt
oddly stupid asking such an obvious question, but for
some reason it felt very important to her.
“Well, some people say it bestows upon the owner the power of the universe to rule over all mankind,
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and bends minds to your will,” he replied with a completely straight face.
“Really?”
“No.” A mischievous glint showed in his grey
eyes. “It costs eighty quid, hurts a lot, and you, young
lady, have to be eighteen to get one. Are you eighteen?” he asked.
“Not until tomorrow.”
“We can talk about ruling the universe then,” he
said as the town clock began to strike. “You’d better
get going or I’m guessing you’ll be late for work,” he
said, striding back into the tattoo parlour.
Val felt heat rush to her face - she’d made such a
fool of herself. So why did she still feel drawn to the
illustration, even now as she walked away?
*
Arcsdale’s High Street was busy coming to life.
Shops opened, people bustled in the morning rush and
car drivers raged. Even at nine in the morning the residue of aromas from the Chinese restaurant made
Val’s stomach rumble as she jogged up the street towards the bookshop. No wonder her mum cooked so
much. She clearly lived in a perpetual state of hunger.
On arrival, she rang the bell and waited patiently
while, Mr. Gallymore, her ancient boss slowly opened
the door’s many locks, then his bent over frame
heaved at the door.
“Morning.” Val helped push it ajar, gently; concerned he might fall if she did it too fast.
His bushy grey eyebrows scrunched together like
caterpillars meeting for a chat. “Do you see this sign,
Miss Saunders?” A crooked finger pointed up at the
bronze plaque on the front wall that read, ‘Established
by Mr. Wallace Frederick Gallymore, 1945.’
“Yes Mr. Gallymore.”

12 · G L TWYNHAM

“If you ever want a plaque like that on your own
premises, you’ll arrive punctually to work.” He finished with a grunt, which Val chose to imagine was a
friendly sound.
“My bus was late,” she replied.
He grumbled and allowed her to enter.
She apologised, as the mixed scent of damp wool
and mothballs filled her nostrils. After six months, she
thought that his bouquet of elderly person would have
lessened and yet each morning it greeted her as strong
as the previous.
“Speak up.” He cupped his hand up to his ear.
“I said… I’m sorry.”
“Bah. I’ve no time for apologies.”
Val took a deep breath and smiled whilst counting
backwards from ten.
“Listen carefully, I have to go away on a business
trip for a few days.”
Here we go again, she thought. He would ask her
if she could be trusted to look after the bookshop.
Wander around for a few hours, then cancel his excursion.
“A rare find has become available.” He continued. “I need you to run my business efficiently.
Arrive on time, etcetera. Can you do that?” His
hunched shoulders appeared to scrunch up. Val presumed this was a questioning shrug.
“Of course.” Which was the same reply she always gave.
“Good.” He smoothed his perfectly groomed
white hair and fixed his cold blue eyes on hers.
“When were you thinking of going away?” she
asked. Wait for it.
He pulled a large bunch of keys from his pocket
and handed them to her. “Now. I believe I already
mentioned that this was an urgent acquisition.”
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“You’re really going?” He’d never offered her
keys before. He was serious.
“I believe I implied that fact.” His fingers fumbled as he fastened the buttons on the front of his
mustard tweed jacket. “There’s only one set of keys.
Do not misplace them. You’ll lock up at five p.m.
precisely. The code for the alarm is sixteen forty-five.
Is this acceptable?”
Val wondered if this was his date of birth and restrained a smile. “Of course. How can I contact you?”
“I’ve left my details in the index box. I’ll be staying with Ms Elizabeth Arlanch. Lovely woman. I
stayed with her in sixty-eight. Delightful dancer.”
Val could see him slipping into a daydream. “Anything else?”
“No.” He dismissed her with a flick of his hand,
headed towards the exit and collected an aged suitcase, which she hadn’t even noticed on her way in,
then proceeded to drag it behind him like a snail’s
shell.
She observed him almost throw the case down the
steps, then move out onto the street to a waiting taxi.
The driver jumped out, greeting his client with a
friendly smile. As Mr. Gallymore addressed him, the
drivers’ expression quickly changed to a stiff frown,
even before Mr. Gallymore had climbed into the car.
She had to grin; at least it wasn’t just her.
As the taxi pulled away, Val stared down at the
keys. “Unbelievable.” She was officially in charge.
*
Her first morning as temporary boss passed quickly
and while Val placed books neatly back on their
shelves she contemplated how the shop must be like
an Aladdin’s cave for book lovers. Each aisle had
been lovingly packed from floor to ceiling with row
after row of endless volumes of writers’ thoughts,
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romantic poetry, encyclopedias that were out of date
even before they were printed, and religion from every corner of the globe. All with a unique musty smell
that customers took open pleasure in breathing in.
Shelving her last book Val headed up the main
aisle, passing her finger gently over the tops of the
books, when an unexpected tug caused her to gasp.
Her fingertip was caught on a metal clasp. She glared
in annoyance at the culprit; an old, tanned, leather
book. Wincing, she unhooked it and blood began to
pool on the tip. Then she noticed something odd, below the brass clasp was a golden zodiac circle, like
the one in the window of the tattoo parlour. Intrigued
she picked the book off the shelf and flipped it open.
To her surprise it was completely blank. She flicked
backwards and forwards several times before she decided that her only option would be to put it to one
side for repair.
She stuck her bloody-fingertip in her mouth as
her mobile phone blasted from behind the counter the
familiar ringtone of her best friend. She dashed to
answer it.
“Bonjour, stranger,” Val answered, placing the
book behind the counter.
Delta’s reply came in a smooth Texan accent.
“Oh Lord, the French would run you out on a rail if
they ever heard you speak like that. You best stop
while you’re ahead.”
“Yes to whatever that means,” Val laughed.
“How the devil are you old bean?”
“Lonely. When are you getting your Yankee butt
over here?”
Her best friend’s response now came in her best
British accent. “I understand; you miss me. Life has
no meaning while I’m away, old bean.”

The Return to Alchany · 15

“How did you know? Listen, the summer holidays have started. Seriously, why are you so late
coming over?”
“My parents are celebrating their twenty-fifth
wedding anniversary or something equally expensive.
So I have to come alone.”
“When?”
“I’ll be there soon, I promise.”
“You won’t be here for my birthday?” Val could
actually hear the disappointment in her tone.
“No, sorry, I won’t be able to hit your piñata, but
once I arrive I can’t wait to taunt you in your new
position as sexy librarian.”
“I’m a bookseller. It’s a lot less sexy, I can promise you that.”
“Fascinating. Fifi, sit!”
Val imagined Delta’s Chihuahua sitting at her
side dressed as a sailor looking decidedly depressed.
“If you want to know what to buy me for my special
birthday, a big handbag for a ridiculously large bunch
of keys would be great. About the size you carry your
dog in.”
“Armani, or –” Delta’s response was cut short as
the line went dead.
Val took the phone from her ear and glared angrily at the screen, which in response flickered on and
off. “One more day and you’re going in the bin with
the wrapping paper off my new phone, do you hear
me,” she threatened as the doorbell rang and greeted
her customer.
*
The petite, brunette woman requested a copy of
‘HE’S JUST NOT THAT INTO YOU’ and Val
pointed her towards aisle five. “Romance is that way.
Although I’m not sure if we have that particular book,
it’s modern and we do old,” she said, and watched as
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the woman, who looked like she’d been crying her
entire life, sniffled off.
Whilst she waited for the teary woman’s return
her hand stroked the smooth wooden counter, Val’s
fingers gliding over its many knots and grooves. She
loved the way it gave the illusion of melting into the
floorboards. How it all fitted together like a perfect
jigsaw puzzle, carved from just one tree.
Although for her the most intriguing part of the
bookshop, was the door behind the counter. A large
‘private’ sign hung in the centre of it – defiant in its
warning, along with the caution she’d received from
Mr. Gallymore not to enter; ‘It says ‘Private’ for a
reason,’ which was enough to keep her away.
A book landed on the counter causing her to
jump. The brunette was staring at her.
“Did you find what you wanted?”
She mumbled a response whilst blowing her nose,
and Val could just make out the words ‘Mr. Darcy
was the cure’.
*
The day flew by and Val locked up as Mr. Gallymore
had instructed. The exact moment the hand on the old
wall clock lurched onto five, her key was in the door.
She had visions of him crouched behind a street sign,
waiting to collar her if she came out five seconds early. Who has a shop with only one set of keys? she
thought as the rush-hour hubbub of people and traffic
blared behind her.
As she pulled the final key from the lock, a searing pain shot down her spine. She groped for the
handrail, but missed and doubled over before dropping to her knees in the doorway. She felt the
sensation of a knife thrusting into the top of her left
shoulder, and sucked in air in an attempt not to cry
out as she peeked down the neck of her top, but her
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arm was still completely clear. Then the waves of agony doubled and shifted from her arm to her chest. A
call for help lodged in the back of her throat, unable
to escape through gritted teeth. It was as if God himself had sent a lightning bolt out of the sky and scored
a bull’s-eye.
As Val crouched in the doorway trembling, she
reached for her phone.
The screen was dead.
“I hate you!” She hissed through her pain pressing the buttons frantically. But there was no response.
“Are you alright?” A man’s voice called to her.
Val twisted around to see Shane the man from the
tattoo parlour jog up the steps. “My arm, it really
hurts.”
“Can I take a look?”
She pulled up her sleeve. “There’s nothing. It’s
been like this all day.”
“There doesn’t always have to be something visible for there to be something wrong.”
“I guess so.” She tried to stand but failed. “I have
to go. I’m going to miss my bus.” Val felt warm tears
fill her eyes and the inability to stop them.
“I doubt you should be travelling on a bus in your
condition, do you want a lift to the doctors?” Shane
asked, bending to help Val to her feet.
She didn’t want to do anything of the sort. She
hated doctors. “I’m sure it’ll pass.” She sniffed.
“Thanks.” Grabbing the cool metal handrail, she began to make her way down the steps.
“Where are you headed – maybe I can help?” he
asked. His hands outstretched as if prepared for Val to
collapse.
“Ford Close.”
“I know it well. Can I drop you off?”
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Not a chance, she thought as another wave of
pain hit, this time harder. He was practically a
stranger. She wasn’t going anywhere with him. “It’s
fine, thank you,” she hissed through pursed lips.
“Look, let me at least help you to the bus stop.”
He took her elbow and almost lifted her off the
ground. Val felt her knees buckle and Shane’s firm
hands there to support her. “Final offer, I pass Ford
Close on my way home. I live about a half a mile
from you. Seriously, I think you should just let me
give you a lift.”
Her strength was waning. “Okay. I live at number
four.”
Val had watched CSI with her mum enough times
to know that this man had already covered her with
his fingerprints. If he did murder her and dump the
body, he would get caught. “I’ll text my mum. She’s
expecting me.” She pulled her dead phone and pretended to text.
As they reached the street, Val saw a black car’s
lights flash, and Shane opened the door for her. There
was no turning back.
*
The red brick houses flashed past as they travelled in
silence. Shane glanced over several times, giving a
faint smile of sympathy. Her avoidance of light conversation was due to the fear of vomiting her lunch all
over the dashboard.
“Here we are.” Shane pulled up, and Val was instantly grateful she’d taken the offer. “Will someone
be in?” he asked, leaning across the passenger seat as
Val got out clutching her rucksack.
“My parents.” She gave a weak smile. “Thanks
again for helping me.”
“You’re welcome. I hope you feel better soon.”
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As Shane pulled away, Val used the last of her
energy to reach the house.
She opened the front door and called out, “Mum?
Dad?” There was no response.
Groaning she entered the kitchen, every movement caused another spasm of pain from her arm
across her chest. There was a note on the counter top.
‘We decided to go out. Your dinner’s in the microwave. Tried to text, got no reply. See you later
honey, love M & D.’
Val grabbed at the table to steady herself. She
needed to get to her room before she passed out.
Headed for the stairs she began to climb, each
step bringing another wave of nausea. At the top, she
paused to catch her breath. Her bedroom only a few
feet away yet it may as well have been a mile. Resting
her hand on the wall she let it guide her down the
landing. It slithered along like a snake to avoid the
many family photos her mum hung with pride. They
were mostly of Val. Having one child had its photographic downsides. She opened the door and
collapsed onto the bed. Unable to take off her clothes
or pull the covers over her, she slipped into a deep
and restless sleep.
*
Standing in the middle of the village, Val glanced
around. She was surrounded by small, singlewindowed houses with thick thatched roofs. Crooked
chimneys pumped out heavy trails of smoke that filled
her nostrils with the cloying scent of burning wood.
But there wasn’t a soul in sight. Her finger tips
reached down and pulled a blade of grass. Threading
it through her fingers, Val could feel it manipulating
to her touch. It was so… realistic.
Passing cautiously between the houses Val’s
attention was caught as she heard raised voices in the
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distance. The debate that was flowing was the only
sign of life and she found herself following the chatter
into the woods.
As she marched into the foliage, the hideous material of the sackcloth dress she found herself in
scratched at her legs, and underfoot the cold leaves
clung like leeches to her soles. Without warning the
voices she’d been following stopped, replaced by a
loud crackle. She recognised it as the sound that came
before the light in her previous dreams.
Val searched the distance, and to her horror, spotted it. The dome of yellow light was racing across the
woodland floor towards her. There was no time to
run. She braced, ready to be lifted off the ground.
However, instead of the expected flight Val felt the
warmth of the light pass over her.
As her eyes readjusted she found a group of men
and women encircling her, also dressed in sackcloth.
One of the women, her face partially covered by a
hood, stepped forward. She tensed as the stranger
came to a halt in front of her.
“He’s coming for you.” She warned.
Val jumped back as the woman gripped her left
shoulder firmly. Their eyes met as a powerful current
from the woman’s hand jolted through them and Val’s
arm exploded into flames.
“You’re no longer safe. Now, RUN!”

Chapter 2
The Tattoo

V

al woke in a blind panic scrambling backwards to escape the flames. The centre of her
back colliding hard with the headboard, her
eyes darted to the sleeve which only moments earlier
had been on fire. To her relief there were no flames,
charcoaled material or blistered flesh. Her insane encounter with the woodland people had been another
crazy dream and she was back in her bedroom, safe
and sound.
She jumped as her alarm beeped, loudly, and followed it with an open groan as a dull throb began to
pulsate through her head. Hand pressed down on the
button, she contemplated how to get out of work. But
it was impossible, she was in charge, with the only set
of keys. Plus, what would her excuse be? “Sorry Mr.
Gallymore I didn’t open up because a random cloaked
woman set me on fire, in my sleep.” He’d love that.
“Val, hurry-up it’s your birthday!” Her mum
shouted excitedly up the stairs.
“I’m coming.”
Her muscles complained as she circled the bed
and headed out onto the landing. Reaching the top of
the stairs she could see her parents, waiting patiently
for her.
“Happy Birthday!” They chorused.
Then Susan’s face scrunched. “You look awful.
And are those the clothes you were wearing yesterday? Mike, I told you we should have checked in on
her last night.”
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Her mum was right; she hadn’t even managed to
get undressed. “I wasn’t feeling so good when I got
in.”
“Are you ill?” Susan asked.
Val knew if she told her mum she’d collapsed
outside the bookshop, and come home with the owner
of the tattoo parlour things were going to get complicated. “No, dodgy kebab after work. I’ll go get a
quick shower. Give me a minute.” She started to head
back towards the bathroom.
“Why on God’s green earth would you eat a kebab?” Susan began to trot up the stairs.
Mike caught her arm. “Give her some space.”
“But...”
“But nothing.” Mike coaxed her back down.
*
Val threw fresh clothes and towels onto the stool in
the corner of the bathroom as the steam from the
shower filled the room around her. Pulling her top
over her head she caught her reflection in the hazed
mirror. She had a ghostly appearance and as her arms
lowered her eyes locked onto a large, dark mark on
her left shoulder. Was this the bruise she’d been waiting for? The one that would justify her aching arm.
Her hand wiped away the mist on the mirror and
her mouth dropped open like a codfish.
“Oh… my… God!”
On her upper left arm was a saucer sized black
tattoo. And not just any tattoo. It was identical to the
zodiac circle she’d seen in the window of the tattoo
parlour and on the book at work. She glanced from
the reflection down to her arm. Her eyes welled up
with hot tears. She could feel her breath catching as
her chest tightened. Where had it come from? Why
her? Why today?
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Then Val spotted something different, inside the
zodiac circle was an extra symbol. It was a sort of a
backwards ‘y’ with a dot in the centre. She reached up
hesitantly, and traced it with her index finger. She
gagged as fear, confusion, and panic took over. Grabbing a flannel, she wet it under the tap and began to
scrub frantically at her arm until it became blood red.
It made no difference. It was real. She threw the flannel into the sink in frustration, slumped onto the toilet
seat taking in the enormity of her situation.
“Everything okay?” Susan called.
Visions of her parents’ reactions ran rampant
through her head. None were good. “Yup. I’ll be
down in a minute,” she replied. Praying her voice
didn’t reflect her utter panic. She jumped into the
shower, pumped soap onto a loofah, and once again
began to scrub in vain.
*
Val’s stomach cramped as she peeked out onto the
landing checking the coast was clear - then sprinted to
her room. There was no way she was going to share
this unwanted atrocity with her parents. They’d never
believe a tattoo the size of a saucer had miraculously
appeared on her arm overnight. She didn’t. She pulled
on a long-sleeved Superman top. As long as they
didn’t see it, she’d be safe.
*
“Are you feeling alright?” Mike asked as Val entered the kitchen. “You do look a bit peaky.”
Val pulled her wet hair up into a band. “I’m
okay.” A forced smile spread from ear to ear. “So,
where are my presents?”
Susan pushed a plate of toast in front of her. Val
could tell her mum didn’t entirely buy her excuse.
“Mum, I promise never to succumb to the power of
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the kebab again.” She crossed her heart with her finger. “Presents? Please?”
“Fine. But no more sleeping in your clothes.”
“Deal.” She shoved the toast in her mouth.
Within a few minutes, Val had opened all her presents. She had clothes, cash, Converse, and to top it
off, an iPhone. Then, a small chocolate cupcake was
presented with a single candle. It was a family tradition; the Wish Cake. Her mum had done this for as far
back as Val could remember. As a little girl, she believed the cake was magical. That fairies had left it
for her to make a special wish on her birthday.
“Come on them.” Susan enthused as she lit the
candle. “Ask the fairies for anything.”
Val leaned over the tiny flame, closed her eyes,
then blew.
“What did you wish for?” Mike asked.
“Honestly!” Susan slapped his arm. “She can’t
tell you that; it won’t come true.”
Val couldn’t help but smile at her parents. They
were like small children sometimes. It seemed meeting your soulmate at school made you eternally
youthful. “I’m not five anymore. I’m not going to
crack that easily.” Plus, how could she tell them she’d
asked the fairies to remove a tattoo.
“Worth a try.” His moustache rose on one side
playfully.
She checked the time. “Right family, got to go.
Working girl and all.”
Val turned to leave as her dad unexpectedly
grabbed her wrist. “Give your dad a hug.” He
wrapped his arms around her. “You’re still my favourite child. You know that, don’t you?”
“I’m your only child.”
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“Minor details. Now, tell me what you wished
for? Lottery numbers, a Ferrari for your old man?” He
asked in an exaggerated whisper.
“Stop it.” She laughed.
“Fine. Go to work.” He shooed her away playfully.
“And don’t be late tonight. There’s a lot to do before your party.” Susan added handing Val her packed
lunch.
*
Once alone, Val felt overwhelmed by confusion as to
where this thing had come from and guilt for not telling her parents. But she knew if they saw the tattoo,
they’d be devastated at what she’d supposedly done.
As she approached the bus stop she composed herself.
She would make this right. There had to be a way to
remove it?
The bus ran its route as Val racked her brains for
a solution. It wasn’t like she’d sat down in a tattoo
artist’s chair and asked for the thing that now covered
her upper arm and in that moment, she knew exactly
who would be able to help.
She stepped off the bus and crossed the road towards the tattoo parlour, she felt a pang of
apprehension. Should she really be talking to anyone
about this? But it was too late to back out. Her legs
had carried her to the front door straight into Shane.
“Hello, you feeling better today?” He smiled
warmly.
Val’s eyes began to well up.
“What’s wrong?”
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t think of anyone else who
could help me.” She wiped her eyes on her sleeve.
“Come in.” Shane pushed the double doors and
Val followed.
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Inside, the strong smell of antiseptic was oddly
reassuring.
“Take a seat. How can I help?”
She crossed the black and white chequered floor,
and sat down on a large black leather barber-style
chair. Shane passed her a handful of tissues.
“Thanks.”
“Talk to me,” he said.
“I have a tattoo,” Val whispered. “But it’s not
mine.”
“Not yours?”
Val lifted her sweater sleeve. “This thing” – she
pointed to the tattoo – “It’s not mine. I’d never been
near a tattoo parlour in my life before yesterday. Now
look.”
“What the devil!” Shane scratched his chin. Then
leaned forward.
At least his reaction backed up her overwhelming
sense of confusion.
“That wasn’t there yesterday.” He frowned.
“That’s impossible?”
“You’re telling me. I woke up with it this morning.” She could feel the tears coming again.
“I believe you,” he said shaking his head as if in
contradiction to his words. “I saw your arm yesterday,
but you’ll have to give me a minute to get my head
around this.”
“Take as long as you need.”
“Can I take a closer look?”
“Sure.”
Shane pulled on his gloves, took her shoulder and
twisted it gently from left to right, then passed his
finger over the image. “This tattoo’s healed. It would
take weeks for a piece this size. There’s no way it’s
less than a month old. I’m sorry what’s your name?”
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Val blushed, had she really not even told him her
name when he’d gone to the effort of taking her
home? “I’m Val.”
“Val, this is insane.”
“Agreed, but all I care about is getting rid of it.”
“I can advise you on that,” he said. His finger
gently pressed the symbol in the centre. “I don’t recognise this symbol in the middle. Do you?”
She glanced down at the backwards y. “No.”
“If it’s alright with you, I’d like to take a transfer.
I can try and find some more information about it before you get it removed?” He waited for some sign of
agreement.
“Yeah that’s fine.”
Val sat in silence as Shane copied the image.
“Have you told anyone else about this?” he asked.
“God no,” she relied, as a clock chimed. “Great,
now I’m late.”
“Go. I’ve finished. I’ll see what I can find out,
and I’ll compile a list of removal options.”
“Thank you.” She headed back across the parlour
as the door opened. A rotund man wearing a heavy
leather jacket sidestepped to allow her out.
Shane greeted his customer with a firm handshake. “Morning Ben, ready to get started?”
*
Arriving at the bookshop, Val fumbled with her keys
as they swung around on the metal hoop. Four locks
later, the door opened and she sprinted to the alarm.
She couldn’t help but raise a smile as she entered Mr.
Gallymore’s date of birth into the keypad, 1,6,4,5 and
her mobile phone began to ring; it was Delta.
She hurried back towards the door in an attempt
to keep her signal, although it was more of a fingerscrossed than a hard fact. “Hey, just the person I wanted to talk to.”
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“Join the masses,” Delta gushed. “Happy birthday! Get anything good?”
Val looked down at her arm and felt the irony.
“Not really. Where are you? I could use a friendly
face right now.” She knew Delta would understand
her predicament.
“Italy. Why? What’s wrong? You sound weird.”
Val didn’t want to tell her over the phone. “Don’t
worry, it’s nothing serious. We can catch up when
you get here.”
“Fine. Did you get my present?”
“No. Did you post it?”
“Oh, was I supposed to do that part? Isn’t that
Maria’s job? You can’t get the staff.” Val knew that
Maria was far more than just staff to Delta, but she
would never admit it. “No worries, we can go shopping when I get there. See y’all soon.”
*
After she’d opened up, Val began to scour the
bookshop. Where in this place would she find a manual on What To Do The Day You Wake Up With An
Unwanted Tattoo? She would have Googled it, if she
could get the internet, but the bookshop was like a
concrete cocoon against all things technological, and
there were all of four sockets for the whole place. She
was surprised Mr. Gallymore hadn’t left her an oil
lamp.
Lunchtime came and went in a haze of having no
luck in finding an answer to her problem and Val was
busy dusting the British Civil War section in an attempt to keep herself from running out and hiding
forever when the doorbell rang. “Afternoon,” she
greeted the well-dressed woman with a smile.
“Hello. Gosh I really do hope you can help.” She
pulled a floral scarf from her neck and pushed it into
the top of her black leather handbag.
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“I’ll do my best.”
“I’m searching for an early edition of James
Joyce’s The Dubliners for my fiancé. It’s his birthday,
and I’ve heard that if anyone has one, well, you do.”
Her face broke into an instant smile. Her blonde hair
accentuated her immaculately white teeth, wrapped in
deep red lipstick.
“Give me a minute, I’ll see if it’s in stock.” Val
found herself mirroring the woman’s grin.
“Super. I’ll have a wander.” She set off across the
bookshop as Val took herself behind the counter.
She’d heard of James Joyce, but that wasn’t going to
help her now. For the first time, she wished Mr. Gallymore was there. He would just disappear to the back
of the shop and come back with whatever the customer wanted. Like he had a magical shelf and could
conjure up any book ever written. Val didn’t have
such a shelf so she reached for the manual stock list
under the counter, because Mr. Gallymore didn’t trust
computers.
It has to be here somewhere, she thought, eyeballing the various aged pages.
It turned out that the Irish authors’ section was at
the back of the shop, aisle four.
“I think we might have one,” Val called out.
“Wonderful,” came back. Val imagined the woman still showing her toothy grin.
She headed down the aisle. Her eyes searched the
tiny brass plaques on each shelf for some sign of
Irish… anything.
While she scanned the shelves at the back of the
shop, the doorbell rang. “I’ll be with you in a minute,” she called. No one answered so Val continued
to read the spines in front of her. As her finger rested
on an aged poetry book, she felt an odd twinge in her
shoulder. Rolling up her sleeve, she found one of the
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zodiac symbols had begun to blister, branding into her
flesh right in front of her eyes.
She gasped sharply as it quickly became unbearably hot.
Out of the silence a woman’s blood curdling
scream for help caught Val by surprise and was
quickly followed by another, which became noticeably muffled. Was her customer being attacked? Hand
shaking, Val pulled out her phone. No signal. “Seriously!” she hissed. The back of the bookshop was like
stepping into the dark-ages. Then from the corner of
her eye she caught a shifting, blurred image in the
back window. The reflection swirled then seemed to
settle, revealing the front of the bookshop, but how
was that possible? Val pushed her body firmly against
the bookcases and shuffled towards the image. She
shot a glance up the aisle; she definitely couldn’t see
the front from here. Another scream rang out. The
reflection on the glass shifted again becoming clearer.
She could see a large man holding her blonde customer down on the floor. Then the image appeared to
float away from her across the pane. Nervously she
reached out to touch it and as her fingertips came in
contact with the glass, everything went dark.

Chapter 3
Party Time

V

al wrapped her arms around her sides as sharp
cramps gripped her, unable to process what
had happened. A moment earlier she’d been
at the back of the bookshop and now she was standing
several feet from the counter, inside the front door. A
strained warning cry snapped her out of her daze, but
not fast enough to stop the large hand that grabbed her
ankle from pulling her down. Hitting the wooden
floor with force, pain shot through her back as she
came face-to-face with a muscle-bound man. He
snarled as he dragged her across the boards, pulling
her her under him. His legs clamped her hips forcefully and Val thrashed with all her strength as he placed
his hand on her throat, pinning her down. The reek of
his body odour was only beaten by the stench of his
breath as it came out in warm blasts, into her face. As
Val struggled to break free, her customer managed to
scramble to her feet. She could just see the woman
dodge left then right looking for way to escape, but
their attacker was blocking the exit.
Mumbling something about it being ‘her turn’ he
grabbed a handful of Val’s sweater and stood up,
hauling her to her feet. “Let me go!” she screamed
desperately trying to kick him as he grabbed a hold of
her jeans. With his arms flexed, groaning loudly like
the wrestlers on TV he lifted her above his head. Then
with one monstrous grunt, he threw her over the top
of the counter. Her back collided with the wall. The
air from her lungs burst out in a yelp of pain.
Her ears were ringing from the impact, but she
could hear the woman’s pleas for help. Val pulled
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herself up to see her customer once again pinned to
the floor by the thug. She on the other hand could see
a clear line to the door. She had a way out… but if she
left, what would happen to the woman?
There was no time to think. Val sprinted round
the counter. “Get off her!” she yelled leaping onto his
back. With one hand, she grabbed his greasy ponytail,
whilst she struck him repeatedly with the other.
He roared in annoyance and powered to his feet.
His hands reached around behind him and gripped her
waist. He had a firm hold on her flesh through her top
and Val wailed in pain as he dragged her off. His
large hand then grabbed onto the front of her sweater
and he pulled her towards him like a yo-yo, slamming
her across her chest with his forearm he projected her
away. Unable to stop she collided into the water cooler and dropped to the floor. Her mobile phone cracked
loudly under her bodyweight.
“Stay down!” he yelled, and resumed his assault
on the struggling woman. Val ignored his warning,
adrenaline coursing through her, she rushed forward
again. She had to believe that two women could restrain one man.
Hitting the water cooler for a second time, the
water began to spurt out over her and Val began to
doubt their chances of escape - when the man cried
out.
The woman had sunk her teeth deep into their attacker’s arm. He roared in anger as his victim broke
free and ran towards Val, then straight past her. Val
was now the only barrier between her customer and
the man, who was striding towards them. She was
frozen to the spot. His huge figure towered over hers.
Val’s head tipped back and their eyes met. Behind
her, the woman screamed hysterically as the attacker’s massive hand came up, and Val could do no more
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than brace for impact. Her body shaking with fear she
closed her eyes, held her breath, and instinctively
raised her arms in front of her face.
When the expected blow didn’t arrive, she tentatively peeked from one eye. The man was still there,
but now he was looking over Val’s shoulder. She followed his gaze and, to her disbelief, the water that had
been gushing from the water cooler was forming a
floating mass, like a huge bubble in mid-air. Val, and
the thug watched, mouths open as it passed over her
head and came to rest above him.
“What have you done?” He yelled at her.
As they both stared, a visible heat mist began to
emanate from its circumference. Smaller bubbles
building inside, it started to boil. The man flashed an
angry glance at Val, his eyes full of hatred. He lunged
towards her, but there was no escape as the bubbling
entity dropped on him. His throaty screams of agony
filled the bookshop and he crumbled to the floor. Val
jumped back to escape the boiling water that surged
towards her. On all fours, in front of her, the man
writhed. His head lifted and Val could see his flesh
turning a mottled red. She stared at him, dumbstruck;
unsure what to do next as he rose to his feet and
stumbled towards the exit.
As the door slammed behind him, Val moved
quickly to the woman, still curled into a ball in a corner. “Did you see that…water? Are you okay? Do you
know who he was?” Val asked.
“No.” The woman wept. “I’ve never seen him before in my life - or levitating balls of water, and I’m
clearly not alright.” Tears ran down her mascara
streaked face.
Val fetched some tissues from behind the counter.
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“One second the water was splashing onto the
floor.” The woman pointed her hand visibly trembling. “The next it was rising up. How?”
Val shrugged. “I have no idea,” she offered her
the tissues. “I was at the back of the shop and the next
thing I know I’m at the front.”
“What do you mean?” The woman took a handful, and as their hands touched an odd blue-spark
flashed between them, and Val disappeared.
*
She hit the floor, hard and was instantly greeted by
the sound of her customer’s hysterical cries.
Her body shaking, Val pulled herself up with the
assistance of a bookshelf and looked around in panicked disbelief; she was at the back of the bookshop
again. Exactly where she’d originally seen the scuffle
reflected in the window. “Did you see that!” she
called, stumbling towards the front of the shop where
the woman was on her feet. “What the hell happened?”
“You.” The petrified woman pointed. “You disappeared!” Her eyes flitted between Val and the exit.
“I did, but I don’t know why.” Val leaned against
the counter trying to steady herself. “This is crazy.”
Her stomach ached and she had to hold down the urge
to vomit.
The woman shook her head as she edged backwards toward the exit. “Stay away from me. You’re
some kind of freak.” She pulled the door open, her
eyes never wavering from Val.
“Please, don’t go,” she pleaded, but her request
was quickly followed by the slam of the door. Val
reached the doorway only to see the woman’s speedy
escape down the High Street as Shane came jogging
up the steps.
She opened the door for him.
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“What happened here?” he asked as he entered.
“Some random man, he attacked me and my customer.” Val noticed her hands were shaking and
pushed them deep into her jeans pockets.
“Is he still here?” Shane tensed.
“No. He ran out before the woman.”
“Are you alright?”
Val nodded as she sidestepped the mangled remains of the water cooler and shuddered as the reality
of the attack crept under her skin.
“Have you called the police?” he asked.
Val shook her head whilst she imagined how a
conversation with the police would go. ‘Hello officer,
I would like to report the fact that I disappeared into
thin air and reappeared to watch a very large bubble
of boiling water drop onto a giant man’s head. A man
who has a grudge against James Joyce readers!’ It
sounded insane and after the woman’s reaction she
wasn’t going to tell anyone anything.
Shane held his phone aloft. “No signal… why am
I not surprised. This place is so old the walls must be
several feet thick.”
Val’s own phone was now a mangled object in
her back pocket. She was grateful she’d left her new
phone at home charging. “I’ll go outside and call
them in a minute,” she said.
“Probably best you do, they’ll want to know all
the details. This place is a mess, are you sure you
didn’t get hurt?”
“I’m fine. The guy seemed to have a problem
with my customer. I got caught in the cross-fire, literally.” She gave a weak smile. “I should lock up. Stop
people walking all over the evidence.”
“Do you want any help?” he asked.
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“No thanks.” She didn’t want to be alone with
him. She had no idea what had just happened or if it
would happen again.
“I’m sorry you’re having such a rough day,” he
said.
She spotted him glancing at her arm. “Yeah. This
is definitely a birthday I won’t forget.” She let out a
hollow laugh. “Anyway, why are you here?”
“I was coming over to tell you to pop in tomorrow morning; I should have some information about
the symbol from your tattoo.”
“Great, thanks.”
Val danced her way around the mess to the counter and grabbed her keys. “If you don’t mind.”
“No worries. But I’d feel better if you took this.”
He pulled a small white business card from his pocket. “If the guy comes back, you call me. Do you have
a pen?”
She handed him one from off the book trolley.
“Here’s my mobile.” He scribbled on the back
and left it on the counter. “I’ll see you tomorrow and
for what it’s worth… happy birthday.”
After Shane had left, Val wanted to run out of the
bookshop and never look back. But for several
minutes she simply stood and cried, unable to move.
She felt sickened by the fact that a random man had
come into her workplace and hurt her customer and
her. Worse than that, she had vanished into thin air,
twice, like something out of a science fiction movie.
Why was this all happening to her?
She tidied up on autopilot, running what had happened through her mind on repeat. Why hadn’t the
man demanded anything? Had he followed the woman to the bookshop? He wasn’t even trying to rob her
– he’d just wanted to kill her. She had disappeared!
Nothing made sense.
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Wearily, she locked up and headed for the bus. As
she passed the tattoo parlour, she glanced over at its
open doors. What must Shane think of her? The poor
man barely knew her, she must seem like a train
wreck. One day she collapses. The next a tattoo appears on her arm and to top it off, she gets assaulted.
She snatched a peek at her watch - she had to get a
move on. Being late for her party wasn’t an option.
The last thing she needed was her mum getting
stressed. When it came to family get-togethers everything had to run smoothly.
*
Susan was waiting in the hall poised like a tiger ready
to pounce as soon as Val opened the front door. She
immediately started to fire off instructions. “Upstairs.
Get changed, now. Please, for me, just today, put on
some lip gloss.” She ushered Val towards the stairs.
“Can I get a drink?” Val smacked her lips at her
mum like a fish out of water, in the hope that not every glass in the house was taken.
Susan pushed the water bottle she was holding into Val’s hand. “Go and get ready before I faint. Do
it.” She placed her palms into the small of Val’s back
as she attempted to push her up the stairs with all her
strength.
Val flinched as her mum’s fingers dug into the
bruise from the water cooler. “I’m going.” She
jumped up two steps to remove the pressure and the
pain.
Susan brushed down her apron in nervous stokes.
“Good. Go on then.”
Headed down the landing, her dad burst out of the
bathroom. An uncontrollable smile crossed her face.
Although he was a conservative man, his alter ego,
Mr. Wild-side, lived out Mike’s adventures in the
shirts he wore outside of work. His visual offence for
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this evening was a sort of surfer-slash-Salvador Dali
attempt, and Val felt queasy just looking at it.
“Best get ready, your mum is having kittens as
usual.” Mike greeted her.
“Looking good Dad.” She gave him two thumbsup.
“King of style since nineteen seventy-two.” He
pushed her on playfully.
“King of style.” She laughed, entering her room.
Gulping down her water she spotted the dress laid
out on the bed. The laughter that had risen so easily
fell away as quickly.
She picked it up by the straps. Her face scrunched
in panic. It was soft baby pink with a layer of what
looked like spider’s silk over the top. Her mum had
convinced her it was “A real bargain,” when they’d
gone shopping together. Right now, it was also a bargain with no sleeves. Val rummaged through her
wardrobe and pulled out two cardigans. The first one
was a multi-coloured, tatty, old, waist-length, winterthick gift from her Grandma. She should’ve thrown it
out years ago, but she loved it and her mum hated it.
The other was faded grey, thinner, and not quite so
blatantly out of place in July. She quickly changed,
pulled it on over her dress, and headed to the bathroom.
Val dabbed her lips with hateful gloss. It felt like
she was trying to glue her mouth shut. Luckily her
sorry attempt at preening was cut short by her mum’s
calls for her to go downstairs as guests were starting
to arrive.
As she reached the bottom of the stairs, the doorbell rang. Val waltzed through the heavily decorated
hall to the front door. On cue, her face broke into her
sweetest smile as she opened it. “Hell… o.”
“Howdy.”
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A squeal of joy burst out of her. “Oh my God!
You’re here! How did you? When did you?” She
threw her arms around her best friend, Delta’s neck
and hugged her tight.
“I’ll explain, if you let me in.”
Val regained her composure. For a moment, she
smiled at Delta, who was straightening her dress. “I
missed you.”
“Ah sweetcakes, I missed you too.” Delta smiled,
putting out a hand to stop Val from grabbing her
again.
“I thought you were in Italy?”
“I came back early for your party. I couldn’t miss
your eighteenth! Plus, I need to come to these things
for your mom’s food.” Delta plucked at Val’s cardigan sleeve. “I like your dress. But drop this thing.”
All at once, the events of the last few days rushed
back into Val’s mind. She was desperate to share
what had happened with someone who might actually
understand, and here was the one person on the planet
she could tell anything to.
“We need to talk. Now!” She grabbed Delta’s
hand and began to pull her towards the kitchen.
The doorbell rang again and Susan appeared.
“Hello, Delta. Did you have a good flight?” She
hugged her.
“Yes, thanks. Everything looks amazing.” She
flicked her waist-length blonde hair over her shoulder.
“And you look lovely as always.” Susan’s hand
slipped down Delta’s arm affectionately. “Val, why
on God’s green Earth, are you wearing that awful cardigan in this weather?”
“I love it.” Val grinned and dragged Delta away.
In the kitchen, every surface was now covered in
mountains of party food.
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“Wow!” Delta exclaimed. “There’s enough to
feed an army.” She shoved a mini quiche into her
mouth.
“You know mum. She thinks you can never have
too much food,” Val said as Mike marched in.
“Hello, Delta, lovely to see you.” He hugged her.
“Tell your dad to give me a call as soon as he gets
here. I’ll be round for a game of golf.”
“Will do. Love your shirt,” Delta said in the
sweetest voice.
“Thank you.” He grinned. “See you outside for
one of my famous burgers.”
“I flew all the way from Italy so I could have
one.”
“See Val, some people appreciate good cooking,”
Mike said, then grabbed a crate of beer and left.
“Yes Dad, go cook up a storm.” Val pushed the
door firmly shut, “Finally, we’re alone. Now, I don’t
want you to panic, but I’ve something very important
to tell you.”
“Sounds interesting. Please Lord let it be that
you’ve got yourself a boyfriend, Saunders.” Delta bit
into an onion ring.
“Nothing like that,” Val said as she began to recount the events of the past two days.
Delta listened with her mouth slightly ajar. Deep
furrows creased her perfect brow; the half eaten onion
ring discarded.
As Val finished, she cautiously pulled her cardigan back to expose her upper arm, revealing the
tattoo. “See.”
Delta took a sharp intake of breath. “What on
earth…” she exhaled. Her fingers reached out to
touch it, but stopped short. “You’re saying that this
thing” – she waved her hand over Val’s arm – “appeared overnight, after a dream you had about a
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woman who told you that ‘someone was coming for
you and to run,’ and then set you on fire? And you
disappeared and reappeared at work today. Finished
off by having a smack-down with some guy to save a
woman you’ve never met before?”
“Yup, that’s about it.” Val nodded.
Delta shook her head. “That’s totally insane.”
“I know, but it’s true.” Val needed Delta to believe her.
“Have you told your parents?”
“Are you mad. It’s a tattoo!”
“And a sorry excuse for getting one.”
“Were you not listening, I didn’t get it!” Val
threw her arms in the air in frustration and began to
pace. “I can’t believe you. You’re supposed to be my
best friend. You know what - If you don’t believe me
then fine, I’ll deal with this on my own. Just don’t tell
my parents. Can you do that for me?” Delta didn’t
respond; she simply stared.
“What are you looking at?” Val snapped.
“That.”
“What?”
Delta pointed. “Look!”
Suspended in mid-air to the left of Val’s head
were five balls of red wine. “Argh!” she gasped as the
wine instantly dropped to the floor splattering over
the kitchen tiles.
They both stood in stunned silence as her Uncle
Julian bounded into the kitchen.
“Oh, what happened here, girls?” Val’s uncle
peered at the pool of wine.
Delta sashayed past him. “Stupid accident. I’ll
clean it up.” She grabbed a roll of kitchen towel from
the side.
“You’re supposed to get it in your mouth ladies.”
He stepped over the spillage and bear-hugged Val.
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“Happy eighteenth birthday. You ready to try driving
again this year?”
“Nope. Last years’ experience was enough to put
me off for life.” She winced, as his grip became cobra
like while he grabbed a couple of bottles of wine from
the side with his free hand.
“You’ll crack it.”
“Will do.” Val breathed deep as he released her
and strode out of the room, a bottle in each hand.
Delta threw copious amounts of paper towel onto
the floor and pushed it around awkwardly with the tip
of her shoe. Val grabbed her hand. “Did you see
that?” Delta nodded, her gaze firmly on the floor. “Do
you believe me now?”
“I do, but I’m freaking out. What’s happening to
you? How are you doing this? Have you been exposed to some weird chemicals? Didn’t you say that
Hulk guy got zapped with stammer rays?”
“It’s gamma rays and no, I’ve not been exposed
to anything. I have no idea what’s happening to me,
but if we stick together it’s going to be okay.” Val
attempted to sound confident in her response. She
desperately needed Delta on board. She couldn’t face
another unexplainable experience alone.
Susan entered the kitchen and grabbed a tray of
burger buns from the side. “Oh Val, what happened?”
“Slight spillage. Don’t worry. We have everything under control.” Val kissed her mum on the
cheek.
“Listen, your Dad’s getting drunk. Seems these
days a pint of beer is enough to send him over the
edge. He’s dancing to ‘Footloose’ with your uncles
whilst cooking the barbeque. They’re a bad influence.
I want you to go outside and distract him. I’ll clean
this up. Take these to him and take off that ridiculous
cardigan.” Susan took the paper towels from Delta
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and handed Val the tray. “Oh yes - your friend Wendy’s here.”
Val shot a glance at her mum. “Wendy… here?
Why’s Wendy here?”
“Valerie, you refuse to make friends since you
left sixth form and hers was the only name I could
remember you mentioning.”
“Seriously, Mum. I mentioned her because I
didn’t like –” Val caught herself as the undesired,
Wendy, entered the kitchen holding a gift box
wrapped in the brightest orange paper with a large
green bow on top. “Hey, Wendy.”
Tilting her head Delta whispered to Val. “Isn’t
that the girl who used to follow you around?”
Val gave a short nod.
Wendy held out the gift.
“Thank you.” Val placed it with the others on the
kitchen table.
“Thank you for inviting me.” Wendy’s bright
green eyes peeped out nervously from under her corkscrew fringe. “How’s it going at the bookshop?”
“Good. You should pop in we have some new…
old books. You know I’m not even sure how that
works.” Val gave her a smile.
“Wendy, are you off to university soon?” Susan
interrupted.
Wendy’s head shook. “Not yet. I’m not sure what
I want to specialise in, so I’ve decided to take a gapyear.”
“Right,” Susan said, visibly disappointed by
Wendy’s response.
“See, Mum, we all need time to make our choices.”
Susan mumbled something whilst throwing several more sheets of paper towel onto the kitchen floor.
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“Come outside Wendy and meet everyone. We
need to save them from my dad’s dancing.”
*
Val managed to quickly palm Wendy off onto an elderly aunt, who was taking great pleasure in telling
her all about the Saunders’ family history. Val’s main
priority was to find out Delta’s thoughts on all of this.
“You okay?” she asked, handing her friend a
drink.
Delta shook her head. “Not even close.”
Before Val could continue, Mike had grabbed her
sleeve, “Come on,” he said as the guests started to
gather. “It’s time to cut the cake so we can get this
party started.” He grinned and waved his empty glass
at Val’s uncles.
“Started?” Val said as he attempted to light the
candles. “Promise me no more 80’s dancing. That
includes ‘Flash Dance’.” He kissed her forehead and
laughed. She took this as a polite brush-off.
The partygoers sang “Happy Birthday” as sweat
ran down between Val’s shoulder blades, and after the
cake her great grandmother entertained them by reliving stories of her time in the Land Army. “Those
Italians.” She grinned, and gave graphic details about
the dances that took place and the use made of haystacks, which made Val’s mum almost choke on a
sausage roll.
For a short while she tried to push everything that
had happened to the back of her mind and enjoy the
party. Family was important and she looked forward
to these gatherings, although tonight she was relieved
when everyone started to leave. It had been a long day
and she needed some time to think about her next
move.
She stood with her parents outside the front door
waving her relatives off. Wendy left as she’d arrived,
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like a mouse trying to escape a trap. Val actually felt
bad that she hadn’t made more of an effort to talk to
her, but she wasn’t good at idle chit-chat.
Delta joined her.
“Please come to the bookshop tomorrow?”
“I will. Try and stay out of trouble till then.” Delta gave her one of those strange air kisses that Val
could never understand, jumped into her shiny red
Mini and drove away like a Formula One driver.
When the last guest had gone and she was finally
in the safety of her room she threw the dress and cardigan on the floor, glad to be free of the itchy, sweat
soaked wool. To her surprise, Wendy’s gift was
placed in the centre of her bed. Val guessed her mum
must have left it there. She pulled at the bow and the
lid flipped open. Inside wrapped carefully in several
layers of orange crepe paper was a delicate, purple,
dream catcher. Val pulled it out and had to admire the
perfect timing. Maybe Wendy would be the one to
stop her creepy woodland nightmares. Hanging it in
the window, she called goodnight to her parents - who
were back in the garden, giggling like teenagers as
they danced around to some old people’s music. She
would deal with her problems tomorrow, but for now
she needed to sleep.

Chapter 4
It’s Real

T

he next morning Val woke with one thought on
her mind: would the tattoo be there? What if
everything that happened yesterday was a
weird dream? She tentatively pulled back her pyjama
sleeve. To her disappointment, it was still there in all
its sharp, black glory – but to her horror it wasn’t the
same.
She couldn’t believe her eyes. The symbol that
had blistered the previous day, before she was attacked, had completely disappeared. She twisted her
arm in several different directions. How on Earth had
that happened? What did it mean? Would it fade
away, one symbol a night?
Susan’s voice echoed through the floorboards.
“Breakfast.”
“Coming.” Val had to act normal. Whatever that
was.
She winced as her feet swung from the bed and
the bruises from yesterday’s bookshop scuffle sent
shooting pains up her spine. Lifting her top, she found
a pallet of blues and blacks wrapped around her lower
back. With a deep moan she headed to the bathroom.
The gentle beat of warm water from the showers
soothed her aches and she wondered what today
would bring. She’d agreed to stop by the tattoo parlour, but if Shane saw a symbol had gone he was sure
to ask questions. Questions she wasn’t prepared to
answer. The less he knew the better. Plus, if it was
going to disappear, what did she need him for?
Scanning her wardrobe, Val realised her choices
were limited to long sleeve tops, jackets and cardi-
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gans. A deep blue sweater, jeans and her new birthday
Converse would have to be her outfit for today. As
she bent to tie her laces she winced, and the mangled
water cooler flashed into her mind. She’d need a decent excuse for Mr. Gallymore when he came back.
Val trotted downstairs, towards a weary mum and
a severely hung-over dad still cleaning up from the
party.
“Morning.” She leaned over the banister and
kissed her mum’s head. “Thank you so much for last
night. It was perfect.”
“You’re welcome.” Susan cupped Val’s face in
her hands and stretched on her tiptoes to kiss her on
the cheek. “Although I believe your dad acted like it
was his party.”
“That’s not true. It was your brothers.” Mike
shoved the can he was holding into a black bin bag.
“Val, eggs and bacon?” Susan asked, as Mike
made fake moaning sounds in the background. “Be
hung-over quietly. You can eat when you finish
cleaning.” She winked at Val.
“I don’t have time. I need to get to work. I’ll see
you later.” She jumped the last three steps and ran
towards the door.
She’d made it to the end of the path before she
was caught in the snare of guilt. “Hey!” Susan called
from the front door; a slice of toast in one hand and a
lunch box in the other.
Val jogged back and took her mum’s offerings.
Susan placed a finger under Val’s chin and lifted
it. “You’re turning into such a wonderful young
woman. I’m so proud of you. You know that, don’t
you?
“I do.”
“I love you, now go.” Susan shooed her away.
“I love you to the stars,” Val replied.
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“I love you to the moon and back. Beat that.”
“Round the universe in a spaceship,” Val lilted as
she walked back down the path.
“Unfair.” Susan replied and closed the door.
*
Delta was already outside the bookshop when Val
arrived. Her bottom perched on the handrail in her
perfectly matched outfit, and her groomed hair, pouting lips, polished nails and accessories to put any
super-model to shame. “Morning. Nice of you to
show up at last, cupcake.”
“I’m on time! Shut up.” She unlocked the door.
“How’s your… thing today,” Delta asked waltzing past Val into the bookshop.
“Insane. One of my symbols disappeared.” Val
discreetly pulled her sleeve up and showed Delta,
pointing to where the symbol had previously been.
“Why’s that happened?”
“I’m guessing because it was the zodiac sign that
blistered yesterday before I disappeared.” Val
switched off the alarm and proceeded to throw her
packed lunch onto the counter.
Delta paused and sniffed loudly. “Wait. What’s
that smell?”
Val joins her, sniffing in deeply. “Old books.”
“Do you have to work in this stench?” She raised
her hand before Val could respond and proceeded to
pull a bottle of perfume from her bag with the other.
Waving her arm around like an orchestral conductor
she sprayed it around their heads. “Chanel Mademoiselle, it’s the cure for everything.”
“You’re so rude. My customers love the smell.”
Delta shrugged with indifference and picked up
the business card Shane had left on the counter, turning it like a baton in her fingers. “What’s this?”
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“There’s this guy; he’s helped me out a couple of
times. He owns the local tattoo parlour.”
“Are you serious!” Delta’s hands slipped onto her
petite waist. A move Val recognised as deep annoyance.
“Before you go all ‘weird’ on me, I went to him.
He helped me get home when I was ill.”
“Does this guy know about your disappearing
act?”
“No.”
“Good. Don’t tell him.”
“Okay, but he seems alright. He gave me the card
in case I needed help.”
“Yes, I’m sure he did, just precious.” Delta placed
it back on the counter and started to walk around the
shop. “Is this water cooler a victim of your escapades?”
“Yup. Stop a second and listen, I need your advice, Shane thinks I called the police after the
assault.”
“Did you?”
“Of course not, but should I?”
Delta rested a hand on Val’s arm. “And tell them
what? If you mention any of this, you’ll be locked up.
Don’t even think about it.”
“I guess so.” Val felt relieved Delta agreed with
her decision.
“So, moving on from yesterday, apart from floating liquid,” – she tapped the water cooler with a large,
flower ring on her middle finger – “do you think you
have any other powers? Can you fly, or turn lead into
gold, or turn horrible people into toads?”
Her lip curled up at the corner as she removed her
deep fuchsia jacket, casually folded it and placed it
neatly on the counter.
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“This isn’t a joke!” Val wanted to be mad, but
looking at Delta’s infectious grin she couldn’t help
but smile too.
“If I could have any power, I’d want to fly. Have
you tried to fly? Run up and down, see what happens.” She pointed towards the main aisle of the shop.
“No!”
“Yes.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, I’m not five.”
“Val, superheroes have more than one power.
You need to know what yours are?”
“I’m not a superhero. I want to find out what’s
wrong with me not make it worse.”
Delta frowned. “Why does something have to be
wrong with you?”
“Hint number one.” Val flashed the tattoo at Delta.
“Listen, I’m just saying most superheroes seem
pretty cool and they’re popular, don’t you want to be
popular?” Delta asked.
Val sighed. “Sometimes I wonder if you know me
at all.”
“I know you love those comic books. Same thing
isn’t it?”
“No, most heroes are busy hiding their identity,
not becoming prom queens. If I was a superhero, I’d
like to retire as soon as possible.”
“Fine. Let’s search Google for answers. You
know, about tattoos and floating wine. Although I’m
sure there’s something about that in the Bible.” Delta
pulled out her phone. She stared at the screen, then
held it aloft. “My phone’s - broken.”
Val pulled her hand down. “Yankee, it’s called no
Wi-Fi. But look, we’ve a whole bookshop full of information at our fingertips. What were you going to
search for?”
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“The internet.” She moaned. “If I wanted to read,
I’d get one of those audio-books.”
“You’re out of luck. Let’s see what we can find
on tattoos and maybe zodiacs. You start by the the
water cooler, or what’s left of it and I’ll go from the
counter.”
Delta left Val, her phone still aloft. “Come on WiFi, I believe in you,” she chanted.
Val began her search, scanning the shelves from
floor to ceiling. Every few minutes she’d moan internally at how nonsensical the categories were. On her
third aisle, the brass plaques read: Seventeenth Century Religion followed by Gaelic Poetry, then British
Agriculture, what was Mr Gallymore thinking.
Finally finding something of interest, her fingers
skipped the pages of an aged almanac when she began
to feel a sensation creep up her left arm. For a few
seconds, it was like pins and needles, which quickly
transformed into an uncomfortable pinching in her
shoulder. Then it began to burn like the previous day.
Resting the book down Val pulled up her sleeve. The
symbol that resembled goat horns was blistering. If
the same thing as yesterday was going to happen, she
needed to find Delta - fast. She wouldn’t risk her best
friend getting hurt.
Dashing towards the front of the shop the sudden
blast of a car’s horn inches from her head caused Val
to clasp her hands firmly over her ears. Panicked her
eyes darted left and right, looking for a vehicle to
come careering through the bookshop, yet the only
thing she spotted was her friend busily re-applying
her lip-gloss in the mirror. Val called out to Delta as
the horn blasted again.
“Hey!”
“God you made me jump?” Delta frowned.
“Can you hear the car?” Val shouted.
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“What?” Delta raised an eyebrow. “Why are you
shouting?”
“The car horn - it won’t stop.”
Delta shrugged. “I can’t hear anything.”
Then Val spotted two beams of light shoot out of
the wall mirror over Delta’s shoulder. They moved
from the top corner in a fluid motion towards the bottom. Val pushed Delta to one side and peered into it.
As her eyes adjusted past her own reflection, she
could make out two cars. First a red Ford Mustang
came into view, followed by a black BMW. How
were these images being projected onto the mirror?
Then without warning the black car struck the red one
forcing it off the road.
“Oh my God. Did you see that?” Val pointed at
the mirror.
“What?” Delta shrugged.
“Those cars. They just crashed. There.” Her fingertip poked the mirror and she was gone.
*
“What the hell?” Delta exclaimed. Stepping away
from the mirror. “Val,” she called out. There was no
answer. She pulled her phone out and with a shaky
hand, speed-dialled Val’s number which went straight
to voice mail.
“When you get this message, you vacated the
building without using the door. Call me…now!” she
shouted.
Pocketing her phone, Delta stood unable to think
what her next move should be. Then she spotted
Shane’s business card on the counter. On the front, in
what looked like gothic text, were the words:
‘The House of Art’
Shane Walker,
Tattoo Artist,
10 High Street,

54 · G L TWYNHAM

Arcsdale,
AE2 4JR
Tel 01912 749666
She couldn’t call this guy; he’d think she was insane. But she needed help. She picked up the card,
grabbed her jacket and headed to the door, instantly
realising she had no way to lock up. Turning the sign
to closed she could only hope no one would try the
door.
Out on the street, she stopped a woman pushing a
pram, “Hey, can you tell me where this place is?” She
showed her the business card.
“Down the High Street, about a half mile,” – the
woman pointed – “past the fish and chip shop, opposite the bus stop.”
“Thanks.”
After several minutes of a sorry attempt at running, Delta came to a halt outside the tattoo parlour.
Out of breath, and to her disgust - perspiring, she
entered the shop. On the far side of the room was a
large, muscular man. “Are you Shane?” she asked.
“Sure am,” he responded, wiping blood and ink
from the back of the man in front of him.
“Good. We need to talk, now.”
“As you can see young lady, I’m with a client.”
He glanced down at the man. “Did you want an appointment?”
“No! This is an emergency. It’s about a zodiac
tattoo.” Delta pointed at her upper arm, in the hope he
would understand.
“Take a breather, mate.” Shane patted the guy
then leaned back allowing him to sit up. “Can I ask
your name?”
“It’s Delta Troughton.”
“Well, Delta, do me a favour? If you want to talk
about zodiac tattoos would you mind going out back
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to my office while I finish with this customer?” He
smiled at her with exaggerated politeness revealing
deep dimples under his dark stubble.
“But...” Delta started to speak as Shane lifted a
glove-covered index finger an inch from his lips. “Fine, but it’s urgent.”
He nodded and she realised she had no other
choice.
Walking past them, she moved through a swing
door to find herself in a hideously plain, cream coloured corridor with three more doors. She entered the
one marked office.
*
After several minutes wait in the small and cluttered room, Delta was about to go and complain that
he needed to take her seriously when Shane entered.
“What seems to be the problem? Is it Val’s tattoo?” he asked.
Delta nodded. “That, and the fact she just disappeared into thin air.”

Chapter 5
All That Burns Isn’t Fire

S

hane repeated Delta’s words slowly, “Disappeared into thin air…” several times.
“Yes, there was a flash of blue light and she
was gone. I’ve tried calling her but it goes to answer
machine. I know it sounds unbelievable, but forget
about that and help me find my friend.”
“Okay, let’s start by you telling me everything, in
as much detail as you can,” he said perching on the
edge of the desk.
“There isn’t time. We need to find her.” Delta
could feel herself getting annoyed with this musclebound man.
“I get that. But you might have some information
that could help. Has she done this… disappearing
thing before?”
“Yes–” Delta explained as quickly and accurately
as she could what Val had told her. She also added
her version of the events back at the bookshop; Val’s
complaints about the car horn that she couldn’t hear
and the car crash she couldn’t see.
As she described the levitating wine, his grey
eyes narrowed.
“Shane, I’m not asking you to believe me. But I
don’t know where Val is. And you’re the only person
in Arcsdale I could think of to ask for help.”
Shane rubbed the bristles of his chin. “You know
if it wasn’t for the fact that even I can’t explain Val’s
tattoo, I’d have asked you to leave about ten minutes
ago.”
Delta agreed. “Tell me about it. Levitating wine
wasn’t the party trick I expected, but I can tell you
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one thing about Val, she’s honest. I’ve never met anyone with a worse poker face in my life.”
“Is there anyone else she might contact?” he
asked as Delta’s handbag started to vibrate. She fumbled for a moment at the bottom of her bag then
pulled out a phone.
“Where are you? At the bookshop! Are you
okay? You scared me half to death.” Delta paused a
moment, focused on listening. She looked up to see
Shane mouth the words, “Is it her?” She smiled back,
nodding.
“I found Shane’s card. I’m at the tattoo parlour.
I’ll come to you… no, I don’t have my car.” She
paused. “What do you mean if you have to wait for
me you’ll miss your bus? You’re so rude! Bye.” Delta
pocketed the phone. “She’s coming here. Said it’s on
her way home. She sounded… fine.”
*
Val’s hands trembled with adrenaline-stoked fear as
she tried to lock the door to the bookshop. Tears
streamed down her cheeks. She could only hope the
smell of burning rubber that clung to her clothes
would lessen out here in the open.
A frustrated driver’s car horn blared and she froze
to the spot.
“You’re safe,” she told her reflection in the
bookshop door. For the first time in her short life she
understood what it meant to be grateful to be alive.
Wiping her eyes, she began to jog down the High
Street and prepare her story. She had to get her head
together before she got to Shane’s. He couldn’t know
what she’d done. She let out a strained laugh, in all
honesty she wasn’t even sure herself.
Val pushed open the double doors to the tattoo
parlour to find Delta stood observing illustrations on
the wall and Shane sitting at a desk, studying his copy
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of her tattoo. On seeing her, Delta’s face lit up and
Val rushed over to embrace her.
“We need to leave, I’ll explain when we get out
of here,” she whispered into Delta’s ear then pulled
away. “Shane. Hi, I’m so sorry for all the inconvenience. She’s a tourist.” Val gave a smirk and rolled
her eyes.
“Freak’s sake, Val,” Delta pushed her away.
“Yes, we’ve met. I was desperate to find you so I told
him everything and don’t you dare complain.” She
flicked her long, immaculate blonde mane behind her
in a sign of total defiance.
“Everything?” Val spluttered.
“Yeah everything. He seems like a good guy.”
Delta cocked her head in Shane’s direction. “He
hasn’t locked me in a strait-jacket yet!”
Shane cleared his throat. “Val, it’s all good.”
“Look, I don’t know what she told you, but I’m
not crazy, or lying or dangerous!” Val said.
“It does sound crazy, actually it is crazy, but you
have evidence to back up your crazy, and I do try to
be an open-minded kind of guy,” he said.
“Just tell us what happened,” Delta said.
Val looked between the two of them.
“Everything?”
They nodded.
“Okay. Well, I touched the mirror, you saw me do
that, right?” Delta nodded. “Then I kind of dropped
out of thin air in the middle of nowhere. When I landed, which is the best way I can describe it, I didn’t
recognise anything. There were no road signs, but I’m
guessing I was still in this country. Then the two cars
I’d seen in the mirror came into view.”
“The exact same cars?” Shane sounded surprised.
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“Yeah, and all I could do was watch as the black
one drove the red one off the road. Then sped away. I
was so scared. I’ve never seen a car crash.”
“Was anyone hurt?” Delta asked.
“No… because I saved him.”
Shane perched himself on the edge of the desk.
“You saved who, how?”
Val’s glance met his. “I saved the driver by pulling him from the burning car.”
“Wait – what?”
The simple mention of the act made Val’s heart
begin to thump. Like she was back at the crash site all
over again. “The car had been shoved into a telegraph
pole which fell onto its roof. There was petrol everywhere. Sparks were flying and I tried to get the driver
out, but his door was jammed then it… well… it exploded.” Val’s voice broke and she stopped to
compose herself. “I was trapped in the flames. I could
see myself in the car window, totally engulfed. At
first I thought I was going to burn to death.”
“Are you serious?” Delta asked.
“Never been more so. I ran from the car to the
side of the road, thinking I’d be on fire, ready to drop
and roll, but I wasn’t. Please don’t ask me how because I haven’t a clue.”
“So, what did you do? How did you save the
guy?” Val could hear the tension and wonder in
Shane’s voice.
“I prayed I could walk through fire and I went
back into the flames. Once I managed to get the car
door open, I dragged him to safety.” She wished it
had been as clean cut as it sounded. In her mind, she
could see the driver’s burning flesh, the smell of his
singeing hair and cries of pain.
“Repeat that – you walked into the flames,”
Shane said.
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“Yes. I know it sounds unbelievable. But I’m telling you the truth.” Val spotted a bowl full of
matchbooks on the counter. “I’ll show you.”
“That’s really not necessary.” Shane answered as
Val ignored him and fetched the matches.
She opened the book and struck a match. In her
heart, she wasn’t even sure if it would work again.
Placing it under her palm they watched in stunned
silence as the flame skipped around her hand as if
afraid to touch her.
“Well I’ll be...” Shane said.
“Does it hurt?” Delta asked.
Val shook the match out. “No, not at all. It’s like
feathers stroking my skin.”
A painful silence fell between them.
Val was afraid. Shane had enough information to
make a call and get her experimented on. She felt
vulnerable in a way she’d never experienced before.
Delta had really forced her hand.
Shane was the first to speak.
“Would you like to wash-up?” He pointed to
Val’s cheek. “I could do with a coffee.”
Val imagined he could probably do with something much stronger, but was being polite.
“Good idea,” Delta said. “You smell like road kill
on a hot Texas day.”
Shane let out a deep laugh as he walked away
across the tattoo parlour.
“So much for ‘don’t tell him anything.’” Val
pushed past Delta, rubbing her cheek vigorously with
her sleeve
Delta jabbed Val in-between her shoulder blades.
“You disappeared into thin air! Do you know how
scary that was?”
Val sighed in disbelief. “I can only imagine the
trauma you’ve been through.”
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They followed Shane through the parlour and out
towards the door marked private.
“Shane, please don’t feel like you have to keep
helping me, after everything I’ve told you,” Val said.
“I know I don’t have to help you, kid. I also know
that you’re alone, apart from your partner-in-crime
here. Which doesn’t fill me with confidence for your
safety. Let’s see where this road leads us. And I realise this is a cliché, but with great power–”
“–comes great responsibility.” Val responded.
“Absolutely.” Shane pushed the door open.
Val followed, gazing around in wonder at the
beautiful paintings that filled every inch of the walls.
Not only that, the tattoo parlour was as deceptive as
the bookshop. Beyond the art gallery off to the left
was a full gym with mirrored walls, and to the right a
seating area with kitchen. “This place is incredible.
Who painted these?” Val bent to read the signature.
“E. Reed? A friend of yours? They’re really good.”
She glanced up and saw the pain in Shane’s eyes. The
dimples she was coming to recognise had gone. “I’m
sorry. I’m asking too many questions.”
Shane touched the frame of the largest portrait.
From the canvas, soft green eyes reached into the
room. “I painted them. This is Elizabeth. She was my
wife. She passed away eleven years ago. She loved
my work. So, I sell my paintings under her maiden
name. E. Reed.”
“She’s beautiful, and your work’s amazing,” Val
said.
“Thanks. Now let’s see your artwork.”
She lifted her sleeve. “How does it look?”
Shane scanned her arm, his head shaking in disbelief. “I thought we’d covered the unbelievable today,
but two of your symbols are missing.”
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“Did Delta not tell you about the disappearing tattoo?”
“No. When did this happen?”
“I found one missing this morning and the other
one after the car crash. Seems when I disappear so
does one of the symbols.”
“That’s incredible. There are no marks. Nothing.
It’s like they were never there. Do you know which
ones have gone?”
“Yesterday I think was Pisces. Today was Curly
horns. I’m not sure which symbol that is.”
“Aries,” he said.
“Like the God of War?” Val asked, rolling down
her sleeve.
“No.” He shook his head. “The ram. It’s a fire
sign.”
“That makes sense, there was definitely fire
where I went.”
Val could hear chuntering in the background.
Delta had made her way past them and was standing
in front of a white kitchen worktop, trying to mentally
will the coffee percolator to work.
“Hello? Assistance required over here, please. I
need caffeine.”
Shane walked up behind Delta and flicked the
switch to ON.
“Geez. I swear these things are so easy that my
inner genius can’t cope,” Delta said and sauntered to a
round glass table with four chairs.
Val watched as her friend tipped a chair, swiping
at it with her fingertips before she gingerly sat down
on the edge. Val sat next to her, as Shane finished
making them a drink and brought a tray over to the
table.
“Add your own sugar and milk, ladies. Here take
this.” He handed Val a towel.
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“Thanks.” Val grabbed a mug, adding two sugars,
a splash of milk and took a much-needed drink. Then
began to scrub at the spots Delta pointed to.
“I’ve some news for you, about the symbol in the
middle of your tattoo. I’d have told you before, but
we’ve been slightly distracted.” Shane pulled what
looked like a computer printout from his pocket. “A
friend of mine managed to find this out.”
He unfolded the paper and gave it to Val.
“A friend? What did you tell them?”
“I asked about the symbol. Until an hour ago
that’s all I knew. I had no idea it was going to lead to
this.”
She opened the paper nervously, almost scared of
what she might see. It was a copy of what seemed to
be a pencil illustration of a woman. Val placed her in
her mid-twenties. Dressed almost identically to the
women she’d seen repeatedly in her dreams. Her arms
were exposed, and on the top of her left arm was the
backwards ‘y’. It was a match to the one in the centre
of Val’s zodiac.
“She looks like you, don’t you think?” Delta
glanced at Val.
“A little I guess.” She had Val’s eyes, but her
nose was too long. “Where did this come from?”
Shane grinned. “My friend searched for the symbol and found a match in some museum archives from
the seventeenth century witch trials in Essex.”
“On Google?”
Shane picked up the picture. “Not Google. This
guy can lay his hands on things that neither you nor I
could ever dream of seeing.”
“Was there any information about who she was?
Or what the symbol actually means?” Val asked.
He shook his head. “There was nothing specific
about her.”
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“Where did you meet this friend, who found the
picture on ‘top-secret documents’?” Delta asked,
picking up the drawing.
Shane grinned. “In the army.”
“You’re a soldier?”
“I was,” he replied. “Not anymore.”
“Then I’m glad you’re on our side,” Delta said,
handing it to Val and placing her mug on the tray.
“Me too.” Val added.
She gazed thoughtfully at the image while she
drank her coffee.
After a while Shane stood and began to tidy up.
“I’m sorry ladies, I need to get going.”
Val glanced at her phone. “We’ve missed our bus.
I’ll call a taxi.”
“I’d offer you a lift, but I came on my motorbike.
And I have a home visit.”
She began dialling. “No worries. You’ve done
more than enough for us already,” Val said between
giving instructions to the taxi firm.
Shane collected his equipment, locked up and accompanied them out onto the High Street.
“Please thank your friend for the picture. If he can
help me, then tell him what you think he needs to
know. Although, it doesn’t mean he’ll believe you,”
Val said.
“If you’re ok with that, I will.”
“I am.”
“Great. I’ll see you soon, stay out of trouble,”
Shane said as their taxi pulled up.
*
Delta shuffled into the car next to Val, but not close
enough for them to touch. “It’s not personal. You’re
just a stinking mess,” she said.
Val ignored her.
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Within no time the taxi pulled up at Delta’s. She
stepped out and turned back to Val. To her surprise,
there were tears in Delta’s eyes. In the seven years
they’d been friends, Val had never seen Delta cry.
“I’m really sorry about today. I wish I knew what
was happening to me. If you want me to disappear
from your life and never bother you again, I will.”
Delta leant back into the taxi - their faces almost
touched. “Val Saunders, don’t you dare ever leave
me, do you understand? Because if you do, I’ll have
to spend the rest of my life hunting you down and
I’ve much better things to do. You got that?”
“I didn’t mean to leave you, but yes, that’s fine
with me.”
“Do you promise?”
She nodded. Delta stepped back, slammed the
door shut and signalled the driver to pull away.
Val watched out the rear window as her best
friend walked up her drive and out of sight.

Chapter 6
The Stranger Arrives

T

he taxi dropped Val outside her house. She
paused in the driveway already knowing she
was in trouble. Wednesday night was family
night. Her mum went above and beyond to keep up
this one tradition. As a child, Val wasn’t allowed to
attend after-school clubs or go to play at friends’
houses on Wednesdays.
Sloping up the path she spotted her mum in the
living room window and waved. Seeing her there
made Val’s chest ache with the lies encased inside,
but she knew she couldn’t share her secret. They
would never understand what was happening to her.
Susan opened the door. “How was work?”
“I had a late delivery and got lost in the books,”
she lied.
Her mum smiled warmly. “Your longest read before this job was Where’s Wally? I’m not sure that
your new found love of literature merits missing family night.”
“What happens when I go to university?” Val
asked.
“I didn’t think you were going.” Susan gave a
grin.
“Oh, the smug revenge.” Val wrapped an arm
around her mum’s tiny frame and guided her inside,
placing kisses on her cheek until her mum pushed her
away.
“You know we have to talk about the future eventually.”
“Eventually sounds like the perfect time,” Val
said.
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“Fine. Before you eat, your Dad has a new job he
wanted to tell you about. Act interested.” She pushed
Val towards the lounge where Mike was engrossed in
the golf.
Val raised her voice over the TV commentator.
“Hi Dad. Had a good day?”
“Yes… later… ace…” A backhanded wave was
the total of Mike’s response.
“Good talking, let’s catch up again soon.” Val
backed away, pushing the kitchen door with her bottom. “Okay, Mum, I tried. Now can I please get some
food?”
“He ignored you, didn’t he? He’s like one of
those nodding dogs when the golf’s on, honestly.
There’s stuff left from yesterday in the fridge.” Susan
sniffed the air. “Can you smell smoke?”
Val held her breath, rigid at the comment.
Smoke… more like charcoaled Ford.
“Nope.” She opened the fridge to the wondrous
array of day old party food. “Can I have any of this?”
“Yes. It needs eating up.” Susan pulled the oven
door open and inhaled. “Well, I can smell it.”
“I’m going to eat in my room.” Val quickly filled
her plate, grabbed a bottle of water and made a hasty
exit. As she passed the lounge, she popped her head in
to wish her dad good night and received the same
meaningful acknowledgement as before.
Val locked her bedroom door, threw her clothes
on the floor and slipped into her pyjamas. Starving,
she devoured her supper in a few quick bites and took
a long drink of water. Being a teleporting, waterlevitating and fire-resistant creature gave her an appetite.
After eating, she decided to search for some answer to her problem.
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She Googled ‘teleportation’ and ‘magical tattoo’s’ and after a couple of scare response, she
decided that the internet may not be her best source of
information. Because unless she’d been transformed
into a Disney character or abducted and probed by
aliens the answer to her problem wasn’t to be found
on the World Wide Web.
Lying on her bed she stared out of the window
thinking about everything that had happened and the
madness of the past few days filled her head as twilight turn to dusk and she drifted off.
*
Eyes opening, Val was surprised to find herself surrounded by sterile white walls, a matching floor and
no visible ceiling. To top the weirdness off she was
dressed in an extremely tight and uncomfortable black
jumpsuit.
As she tugged at the collar a cool breath caught
the nape of her neck and she flinched.
“Finally, we meet.” A deep male voice whispered
into her ear.
Val spun around to find herself standing far too
close to a tall, athletic figure dressed identically to
her. His tousled blond hair framed his chiselled features and he grinned at her through paper-thin lips.
Before she could step away his large hands planted
themselves roughly on her shoulders and pushed. Unable to stop her backward motion, Val toppled. Her
back hit the floor hard and she woke on her bedroom
floor.
*
“What the heck!” Val moaned. Who was that
man? Why did he seem so happy to meet her? And
what was with the white walls and black spandex?
To add to her woes a sharp ache stabbed at Val’s
upper arm as she climbed back onto the bed, while a
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distant muffled cry in the darkness caught her by surprise. She glanced at her digital clock – it was 3.00
a.m. The cry came again. It was a woman’s voice and
inside the house. She quickly moved in the dark towards her bedroom door.
Peeking out Val was surprised to see the house
still in darkness. There was no movement. Her mum
and dad were clearly not awake. Another cry, louder
this time, came from the bathroom.
Her hand tentatively reached around the bathroom
door and turned on the light. As she peered in everything seemed normal, there was definitely no woman
crying. Crossing the room Val unlatched the frosted
window and looked out to see if anyone on the street
was in need of help. It was empty apart from a couple
of stray cats, visible only by the amber glow of the
dim streetlights.
Without warning the pain in her arm doubled. She
lifted her sleeve to see which symbol was inflamed.
To her surprise she recognised it was Gemini, her
mum’s sign.
The next cry crashed around loudly inside her
head, like that of the previous incidents back at the
bookshop. She’d heard her customer’s cry, then spotted the image in the window. Heard the blast of a horn
before she saw the cars in the mirror. They all began
with a sound then an image. But this was the first time
it had happened outside the bookshop. Trouble had
followed her home.
She frantically began to check all the reflective
surfaces in the bathroom.
A flicker of movement in her dad’s shaving mirror caused her to pause and pull it towards her on its
flexible bar. She could see where the noise had come
from. This time, the image was clearer and, to her
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horror, it showed an old woman being forcefully restrained by a much younger one.
Val watched the images play out. Her hands
clenched nervously into fists as her heart began to
accelerate. The old woman, similar in age to her own
Grandma, was being assaulted. She stepped back. Her
chest constricted with the fear of knowing that if she
touched the mirror she would disappear and reappear
into God knows what situation. But worse was the
knowledge that if she did nothing she would be responsible for whatever happened to that old woman.
There really was no option. She locked the door, approached the mirror, took a deep breath and reached
out towards the reflection.
*
Val felt herself disappear and reappear in a blink,
landing hard on the curb of the road with a jolt. The
fact that she was in her pyjamas didn’t help. She
stood and patted herself down, checking she was all in
one piece, then turned to absorb the panorama. In her
vision of events, the old woman had been face down
on a carpet, but there was definitely no carpet here.
With only the streetlights to aid her, Val could
make out a row of identical terraced houses on each
side of the road with knee-high privet hedges. How on
earth was she supposed to find the old woman? Then,
she heard a faint cry for help off to her right and spotted the front door at number seven was ajar. This was
the place.
Heading up the gravel driveway, Val gasped as
something cut deep into her foot. She lifted it, hopping awkwardly, a shard of glass protruded. Her eyes
filled with tears – it really hurt. With gritted teeth she
pulled it out and made a mental note to wear slippers
or possibly heavy-duty military boots in bed from
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now on. There was no chance of first aid. She would
have to live with the pain till she got home.
Cautiously she approached the open door as a
frail voice reached her. “Please don’t hurt me. I’ll do
whatever you say.” Val could feel rage filling her up.
How could anyone hurt an old woman?
She crossed the threshold. The soft carpet gave
her foot instant relief as she crept up the hallway.
Ahead she spotted a rounder’s bat, leaning against a
small wooden bookcase. Odd thing, she thought, for
an old woman to have. Maybe it belonged to one of
her children or grandchildren. Either way it was a potential weapon. She picked it up and continued down
the hall as the moans became muffled.
Bat in hand she reached a doorway, open just
enough for her to see through a crack into the room.
She peered in. The old woman was face down on the
floor. Dressed in a black cardigan and skirt with black
granny shoes, she reminded Val of the old women
she’d seen when they’d been on holiday in Italy. Although her face wasn’t visible, she could see a tight
bun of white hair neatly placed on top of her head.
Pressing down on her back a younger woman was
binding her hands together with a colourful silk scarf.
“What did you think you were going to achieve?
Are you mental?” The young woman ranted and
prodded the older woman angrily.
Val had to end this. She held her breath, lifted the
bat, sidestepped into the room and without a second
thought swung it with all her force, striking the young
woman’s shoulder. The woman cried out as she fell
sideways her temple struck the coffee table and her
body dropped limp to the carpet.
“Oh dear God!” Val cried, dashing over. She
hadn’t meant to kill her, simply get her off the old
woman. Dropping to her knees she grabbed the young

The Return to Alchany · 73

woman’s wrist checking for a pulse. Lucky for her it
was steady. She was unconscious but alive.
The old woman was attempting to speak, but her
face was forced too deep into the thick pile carpet for
Val to understand. “It’s going to be okay, don’t worry,” she said as she crawled over to her side, her
stomach flipping over and over with the stress. Val
gently lifted her into a seated position and pulled
down her gag.
To Val’s surprise the old woman began to laugh
hysterically. Val started at her. This wasn’t the reaction she’d expected, and something else bothered her.
Now she was inside the room, it was way too modern
for an old woman. A large framed photograph on the
wall showed several girls on holiday, another was of
the same girls at a wedding. Reality was sinking in hard. These were pictures of the young woman she’d
knocked out. This was her house.
The old woman pushed herself up onto her knees
and eyeballed Val.
“So, you’re the one. All this time, and you’re it,”
she cackled.
“What do you mean - the one - you old… bat?”
The words tumbled out in anger.
“Ill-mannered youth.” She fidgeted. “You should
have more respect for your elders, even if you are
nearly four hundred years my senior.”
“You’re clearly insane. I’m calling the police.”
Val stared at the old woman in disbelief.
Her gleeful cackle became even louder, tears
leaked from her eyes. “What’ll you tell them, dearie?
That you teleported here? That you have a special
tattoo? You stupid child! You don’t even know where
you are, do you, Val?”
She tensed at the old woman’s words. How could
she know all these things about her? “Who told you
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my name?” she demanded, her voice slow and steady.
She moved forward, until their noses almost touched
and grabbed the old woman’s cardigan firmly. “How
do you know about the tattoo?”
The old woman’s cheek gave a small twitch. “I’m
disappointed you’re what he’s been waiting for.” She
turned her face away from Val visibly disgusted and
said in a voice as thick as treacle, “If you untie me,
dearie, I could tell you everything.”
“Not a chance.” She wasn’t going to make another mistake.
At this the old woman began to howl like a
crazed animal. Screeching, over and over. “He’s so
pleased to finally meet you!”
“Shut up!” Val shouted.
Lifting the old woman off the floor, she snapped
her dentures and snarled like a dog at Val, to which
she responded by cautiously pulling the gag back over
her mouth. She needed time to gather her thoughts,
and quiet. She strapped the evil hag to a chair in the
corner facing the wall.
“What happened to me?” A voice spoke behind
her. “Who are you?”
Val spun to find the young woman on the floor
staring up at her. Pain streaked across her face.
“I’m Val, I heard screams from the street and
came to investigate. That’s when I found you, unconscious and that old woman going off on one. I’ve put
her over there for her own safety. Do you know
what’s wrong with her?” She crouched by her side.
“She’s a psycho, who by the way you do not want
to untie. I came home from my night shift at the hospital and she was waiting for me. Can you believe
that? The nut-case jumped me from behind.” The
woman used the coffee table for support as she sat up.
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“She ranted on about how I was special and that he
wanted me dead.”
“Who’s he?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t have a
boyfriend, and until now I didn’t think I had any enemies.”
“Let me help you up.” She helped the young
woman to her feet. “It’s not every day you find an
old woman tied up face down on the carpet laughing
her head off.”
“She’s seriously strong,” she said, tentatively
prodding her arm where Val had struck her. “We need
to call the police.”
“I have. They’re on their way.” Val lied. “Do you
have a first aid kit handy?” There was a deep cut on
her forehead and a thick streak of blood down her
cheek.
She pointed towards the kitchen. “In there.”
“We should get you cleaned up.”
Her fingertips touched the bloodied patch. “Fantastic.”
“Let me help.” Val took her arm and began to
guide her into the kitchen.
“Wait,” she whispered, “There’s someone else
here.”
Val tensed. “With the old woman?”
“Yes. Someone hit me!” She held out her blooded
hand visibly shaking. “Maybe it was him, the one that
wants me dead, and he’s still here.”
Val felt her cheeks blush. “I didn’t see anyone
when I arrived. Maybe I scared him off. Let’s get you
cleaned up.”
“Fine,” she said giving her a weak smile. “By the
way my names Jenny. You?”
“Val. Here. Sit down.” She guided her to a chair
at the kitchen table. “Where’s the first aid box?”

76 · G L TWYNHAM

“Top shelf.”
Val grabbed it, and opened it out on the table.
“You’re the nurse, what should I use?”
“Put on these gloves.” She began to pull small
white packages out of the kit, while Val sat down opposite. “Can I ask you a question?” she looked at Val
wearily.
“Sure.”
“Why are you out in the middle of the night in
your pyjamas?” As the last word escaped her lips, the
old woman appeared behind Jenny, leaping through
the air. The bat Val had used only minutes earlier
gripped ready to smash into the back of Jenny’s head.
“No!” Val shouted, rising up. A surge of adrenaline exploded into every nerve. Her arms lifted as an
invisible blanket of air rushed past her hands, throwing Jenny backwards off her chair.
The old woman caught the more intense second
wave and was tossed into the air like a rag doll in a
hurricane. She hit the ceiling with such force her silhouette cracked into the plaster. The potency of the
blow shattered the ceiling light fixture, and shards of
glass rained down like diamonds. Then the old woman dropped to the floor behind Jenny, motionless.
Val stood frozen for a second, her breath shallow
and deliberate staring at her palms. She didn’t know
how these powers worked or why, but right now she
was glad they did.
Jenny appeared over the rim of the table, her hair
dishevelled. “What on earth just happened?”
“I don’t know, but I’m sure of one fact, that old
woman’s not getting up.” She moved over to Jenny’s
side of the table.
The old woman was flat out on the floor surrounded by glittering specks of glass and covered in a
powdering of white plaster looking almost angelic.
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“We should call an ambulance.” She offered her
hand to pull Jenny up. As she accepted it, the bluespark flashed and Val’s time was up.
She landed with a thud, a white toilet seat inches
from her nose. Val lifted her face and slumped back
down onto the tiled floor. The enormity of what had
happened was incomprehensible. Was this seriously
what she was going to have to do to get rid of the tattoo? If so, three down, ten to go.

Chapter 7
One Man Too Many

T

he sunrise sent narrow beams of light creeping
across the bathroom floor towards Val’s toes,
while she attempted to process what had happened at Jenny’s house. The aggression and sheer
strength of the old woman’s attacks was unreal. And
how had the nut-case known so much about her?
What did she mean by being four hundred years her
senior? She even knew what the blond guy in her
dream had said. The questions felt endless and unanswerable. And after tonight, Val realised that if she
didn’t follow where the symbols on the tattoo took
her, someone would get hurt.
A distant alarm’s beep warned Val that her dad
would soon be on the move. She needed to get out of
here. She stood, wincing as the cut in her foot pulsated painfully. Hastily wrapping it in a makeshift toilet
paper bandage she clasped the door handle and
peeked out. The coast was clear. She hobbled down
the landing and slipped back into her room, then listened from her bed as her parents followed their
morning ritual.
Whilst she waited for them to go downstairs so
she could call Delta, she drifted off.
*
The next thing Val knew she was gently being woken
by her mum.
“You’re going to be late for work.” Susan pushed
Val’s fringe back and placed a kiss on her forehead.
“I’m tired,” she complained peeking out of one
eye.
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“Welcome to the wonderful world of adulthood.
Emergency exits are at the age of ninety.” She
pinched Val’s cheek playfully.
“Thanks Mum, I’ll keep that in mind.” Fishing
around with her toes for her slippers, Val felt her
temporary, toilet paper bandage break. She mustn’t let
her mum see it. “I’ll see you downstairs.”
“Hurry up. You don’t have time for breakfast. I’ll
do you extra pack up.” Susan closed the door behind
her.
Val showered, dressed and tended to her foot before heading downstairs. Susan met her as she entered
the kitchen, her arm outstretched with Val’s rucksack
hanging from her wrist.
“Will you be home for tea tonight? Your dad and
I would love to see you this week.”
Val took the bag and shook it. “Possibly. Have
you put my GPS tracker in?”
“That sarcasm comes from your Dad’s side of the
family.”
“Hey.” Mike complained from behind his newspaper as Val headed out.
*
Walking up to the bookshop, she noticed the front
door ajar. Cautiously, she made her way up the steps.
After last night she wouldn’t take any risks. She
wrapped her fingers around the door and pushed it
open. “Hello? Anyone here?”
A voice rang through the shop. “Yes, there is
someone here. I’m impressed by your punctuality,
Miss Saunders.”
“Mr. Gallymore, it’s nice to see you back so
soon,” Val replied.
“Miss Saunders, unless you have x-ray vision,
you haven’t seen me yet.”
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Val mouthed several words of annoyance as her
aged boss appeared from the centre aisle. She faked a
smile. “How did your trip go?”
“It was acceptable. I’m simply passing through on
my way to a classics convention. I assume you’re
coping?” He stared at Val.
“Yes of course,” she said, dropping her bag behind the counter.
“I’ve sent the broken book you left behind the
counter to be mended,” he said approaching her at a
shuffle.
She glanced to see the zodiac book had gone. “I
was going to ask you about that. Do we have a notebook section?”
Mr. Gallymore stared at her. “A notebook section?”
“Yes. That book was blank.”
To her disbelief he let out a snort. “No books in
this establishment are… blank.”
“I swear to you it was empty.”
“I dare say you do. But when I delivered it to Mr.
Butterworth’s last night it was perfectly full of words.
When he returns it in the next few days I would advise you check it to see that no one has stolen them.”
A smug grin spread across his face, but Val knew
what she’d seen and would take great pleasure in
proving him wrong. She placed her keys on the counter, next to another identical bunch. “I thought I had
the only set.”
“One set of keys for the bookshop? That’s almost
as ridiculous as the idea that our books are blank.” He
shook his head. “Are you sure you’re able to carry on
taking care of business?”
“I am. But you said to me...”
“Moving along,” he cut her off. “Would you care
to explain what happened to my water cooler?”
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“I fell on it while I was putting in the security
code for the door. I’m really sorry.” Her voice trailed
off under his glare.
“Did you hurt yourself?” he asked, showing little
concern.
“I’ve several bruises down my back.”
“In the future take more care. I don’t want to be
the one to call your parents to tell them you’ve had an
accident. Call a repair man.” He skeletal fingers
gripped tightly onto his bunch of keys and he shuffled
towards the exit. “Several boxes are being delivered
tomorrow. Unpack them with due care and expect my
return in a few days.”
Val watched as he left once again in a waiting
taxi. “Bye, Mr. Grumpy. That was meaningful,” she
mumbled and waved. Once she was certain he was
out of sight, she called Delta. “Morning. You won’t
believe what happened to me last night. This old
woman–”
“Pause. I’m having a massage. Do you have time
for lunch today?”
“Yeah, sure, I get from twelve till one. Come to
the shop and pick me up.”
“Great. We can go to the mall. You can explain
everything then. I need a few new outfits.”
“Seriously? I’d rather be set in fire again,” Val
replied sarcastically; a clothes shopping trip was her
idea of torture.
*
Once the mid-morning rush had come and gone, Val
perched on her stool to eat a late breakfast of cold
toast, layered so thick with butter she could see her
teeth-marks in it.
Her elbows rested on the wooden counter she
stared at the clock above the mangled water cooler.
Watching the second hand’s hypnotic movement, af-
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ter such a restless night, Val’s eyelids drooped and
her head bobbed. She took a bite of toast to stay
awake and as she chewed, her eyes closed.
“Can you hear me?” A man’s voice whispered
behind her.
Val jumped, the muscles in her stomach tightened, a half scream escaped. “Of course I can. You
shouldn’t be behind the counter.”
He gripped her shoulders firmly. “It’s best not to
struggle. Trust me. I’m here to help.”
She went to kick her stool away, but found herself
glued to the spot. Unable to even turn her head.
“What have you done to me? Who are you?”
“I’m a friend. I know what’s happening to you.
The tattoo, the disappearing…”
She could feel him move closer behind her. A
warm scent of musky cologne filled her nostrils. “If
you know so much, why won’t you let me see you?”
“I need you to stay focused. You have to keep
saving them.”
She tensed. “Who?”
But before Val could get a reply the clock’s
chime woke her from the daydream. Her chin dropped
and her chest struck the counter. She jumped up,
kicked the stool back and spun around. She was
alone. “I have a weapon!” she called out waving her
toast. There was silence.
To her relief, through the large glass front of the
bookshop, she saw Delta pull up, revving impatiently.
Unnerved by her unwanted visitor, she grabbed her
bag and ran for the door, eagerly locking up.
“You won’t believe what just happened to me,”
she said, climbing into the car.
“Seriously? After yesterday? Freaking alien,”
Delta jibbed.
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“Don’t call me that.” Val huffed. “People might
hear you, and I’m not an alien.”
“Name me one human you know who disappears
into thin air.” Delta cupped her hand to her ear. “No
names popping into your head? Consequently, I’ll call
you an alien as much as I like… alien.” She winked at
Val and blew her a kiss.
She batted the kiss back and fastened her seatbelt. “Just drive.”
“Yes, Boss.” Delta checked her rear-view mirror
and pulled into the traffic.
*
They browsed the shops, while Val explained her
dream blond, the visitor at the bookshop and her 3.00
a.m. escapade with the old woman.
“You’re saying you met some blond guy in your
dreams and all he had to say was ‘finally, we meet.’
Well that’s messed up. Sounds like something from
one of those Twilight movies.”
“Not exactly. This guy was menacing, not sparkly. He scared me.”
“Okay so blond is bad, what about the other guy?
He told you to keep saving everyone.”
“Yes, but he wouldn’t let me see his face. Said it
would distract me.”
“Do you think we’re talking Quasimodo distraction or Prince Charming?”
“Delta!” Val pushed her friend.
“What? I’m being honest. I’m shallow.”
“Here’s me being honest… we have to leave. I
need to get back to work.”
“Yes, yes.” Delta linked arms with Val. “Alien,
remind me, did you say the guy from the bookshop
smelled nice?”
“Yes. Why?”
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“I don’t remember ever smelling anyone in my
dreams.” Delta said as she guided them into Topshop.
“I guess I haven’t either,” she agreed.
Delta released Val and waltzed across the shop
floor to ogle a huge pin-up. “Did you know that super
model, Kimmi Nero, is the Topshop ‘It-Girl’ this season? I don’t care what she does to her insides; her
outer packaging is perfection.”
Val stared at the image of a stick-like woman and
grinned. “Hey, imagine her at my house for dinner.
My mum would never let her go. She’d be her food
hostage.” Delta agreed and pulled several garments
off a rack. Val quickly slapped her hand. “No, you
don’t have time to start trying stuff on. Come on.
Work calls.”
“The grown-up version of you bores me,” Delta
grumbled, reluctantly putting them back.
“The grown-up has a job and as fast as you drive,
you walk slowly.” Val grabbed Delta’s hand and
guided her out the shop.
After several minutes of fast walking Val felt
Delta dig in with her heels. “Slow down cowgirl, high
heels, not made for running,” she gasped. “You’re
going to ruin my tips.”
“We’re not running.” Val released her friend.
“From the perspective of my six-inch heels, we’re
sprinting.” Delta complained as they reached the lift.
“Val! Val, hello,” a delicate voice called.
“Oh God, it’s Wendy,” Val pressed the button for
the lift like she was sending an SOS in Morse code.
Delta’s head tilted. “Geez, in the daylight she’s
so… scrawny.”
“Hello.” Wendy scurried over.
Val pressed the button one more time. “Hey, how
are you?”
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“I’m good. Your party was great. Thank you
again for inviting me. Did you like your present?”
Val couldn’t hide the fact that she’d actually really liked it. “It was lovely, Wendy. I hung it straight up
in my window, thanks.”
Wendy’s lower lip lifted outward and she blew a
stream of air up across her face and her fringe lifted
for a millisecond to reveal her bright green eyes that
popped against her rich olive skin. “Do you have time
for a coffee?” she asked.
The lift doors opened. “I’m really sorry, I’m late
for work. But we’ll catch up, another day maybe,”
Val said as they stepped in.
“Okay, bye Val, and you, Daphne,” Wendy called
as the doors closed.
“Did she just call me Daphne?” Delta grumbled.
Val couldn’t hold back her laughter. “She did.”
“She creeps me out. You?” Delta asked. Her
hands visibly squeezed her bag handle in annoyance.
“I’ve tried not to think about her since we left
sixth-form.”
“Why?”
“Wendy was my shadow from the age of five; always watching over my shoulder. Finally, I’m free of
her. Well, almost. She pops into the shop every so
often. But she prefers to be served by Mr. Gallymore,
so it’s not too bad.”
“Lucky man. Now, let’s not talk about her anymore. We should focus our energy on something
else.” Delta threw Val a glance.
“What did you have in mind?” Val asked.
“We need to go to the pub where you could meet
some new and interesting people, maybe even speak
to a boy.”
“Why? I already have two dream men in my life.”
Val grinned.
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“Yes, but wouldn’t it be nice to have one with a
pulse?”

Chapter 8
Somebody New

T

he Mini pulled up with a screech of tyres. “On
time,” Delta said smugly.
“Show-off,” Val stepped onto the pavement.
“No, simply misunderstood.”
“Are you stopping for a while?” Val asked.
“Do you have anything exciting planned?” Delta
joined her on the steps.
“Well, there’s dusting, dusting and if you’re
lucky, a little more dusting,” Val said opening up.
“Or…” Delta dashed behind the counter and
tapped the Private sign with her manicured nails. “We
could play what’s behind the locked door?” She jangled the handle. “Maybe that man is. The one that
smelt so nice. Waiting to jump out and overwhelm
you with his Calvin Klein.”
She turned and grinned at Val.
“Don’t do that. It says private for a reason.” Val
removed Delta’s hand from the door unnerved by the
thought.
“I wish I was a bookseller.” Delta lifted her hand
to her forehead and pretended to swoon.
“Just polish.” Val handed her a bright yellow
duster. Which looked ridiculous in her friend’s hand.
Delta was never going to get a job. It was written in
the stars that Delta Troughton should never break a
nail.
A delicate chime interrupted them. “Saved by the
text.” Delta pulled out her phone and read. “It seems
mommy doesn’t like pastel shades, today, and as
she’s not even in the country, I’ve a meeting in fifteen
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back at the house with the decorator. Sorry. See you
later.” She handed Val the duster.
“Traitor.”
“I’m trying my hardest, alien.” Delta curtsied.
*
Val busied herself around the bookshop as the afternoon drew on. She searched for reference books about
zodiacs, but gave up when the only ones she could
find were out-of-date horoscopes. Which raised the
question; why would anyone want a book on astrological predictions that had already happened?
She was thanking two young men for their purchases when she spotted Delta return. The men stood
in the doorway and eyed her friend as she sauntered
in. She could tell Delta knew she was being admired,
but gave nothing away. “Alien, decorators are sorted,
I’m bored. What time do you punch out from this
place?”
“At five on the dot - sidekick.”
“Ouch. That’s rude. But I like the guts. Can’t we
go now?” she asked.
“I guess it can’t hurt just this once.” Val knew
Mr. Gallymore wouldn’t be back today.
“Does this old man have you so whipped that ten
minutes is a one-time event?”
Val ignored her friend’s sarcasm. “Go start the
car. We need to stop off at Shane’s. I want to tell him
about last night.”
*
Shane was busy chatting with a couple of bikers exchanging compliments on their vehicles when they
pulled up.
“Hello ladies.” He greeted them. “Lads, these
girls are friends of mine. If they ever need anything,
you help them out, alright?”
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“How reassuring.” Delta gave a feeble grin.
“Many tattoos today?”
“Enough.” Shane returned the smile. “I’m about
to close up, why don’t you girls come in for a coffee.”
He held the door open. They walked in and Val
perched herself on a chair.
“Can I?” Shane pointed at her arm.
“Sure.”
Val lifted her sleeve to show him her tattoo. He
twisted her arm gently. “I see you’ve lost another
symbol, Gemini this time. What happened?”
“Short version: Last night I had a crazy dream
about a blond guy who was pleased to finally meet me
and then I got attacked by a crazy old lady.”
“Was the woman in your dream as well?” Shane
asked.
“No, I touched my dads shaving mirror and disappeared.”
Delta interrupted. “Val should add that she also
attacked a younger, innocent woman with a baseball
bat.”
“It was a rounders’ bat and I didn’t attack her, it
was an accident. Please ignore Delta, because this is
the really worrying part: The old woman knew all
about me, she also knew about the blond guy from my
dream. It was as if she was waiting for me to arrive
and get this, she said I was four hundred years her
senior.”
“Four hundred years. She was that specific?”
“Yep – it makes absolutely no sense.” Val added.
“We can’t ignore this. Was the woman you accidentally attacked okay?”
“Yes. She was fine.” Val glared at Delta.
“And you’re alright?” Shane asked pushing down
her sleeve.
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“Just this.” Val pulled off her shoe; sock and
makeshift plaster to show the gash in the bottom of
her foot.
“Doesn’t look too bad, let’s get it cleaned up.
Stay there while I get my first aid kit.” Shane walked
off through the swing doors.
“Why didn’t you tell me about your foot?” Delta
asked.
“Because it’s nothing, and I know how much you
hate blood, cuts, and feet that aren’t your own.”
“Irrelevant of how ugly your feet are, don’t do
that again. We could’ve come here on your lunch
break instead of prancing around town,” Delta said.
“Next time I promise.”
“I’ll go put on the demon-possessed percolator,”
Delta said, and strutted through the swing door.
Within moments, Shane returned. “Where’s Delta?” he asked.
“She went to test her IQ on the percolator.”
He grinned. “That should be interesting. Let’s sort
this cut out.” He lifted Val’s foot and cleaned her
wound.
“Have you spoken to your friend again?” She
asked.
“Yes, this morning actually. He’s going to investigate deeper. He’s intrigued by what’s happening to
you.”
“Intrigued.” Val gave a nervous laugh. “Why
aren’t you both running in the opposite direction or
calling in the scientists to drag me away?”
Shane surprised Val by giving her a broad smile.
“Because over the years we’ve seen things that push
the boundaries of what we believed was possible.
New technology, gadgets and people, all prepared to
do whatever was necessary to reach their desired
goals.”
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“When you were in the army?”
“Yeah. There are things out there I pray civilians
never see. And trust me, although your situation is
unique we’re very open minded and both concerned
that an eighteen-year-old is disappearing into thin air
and falling into situations way over her head.”
“Then you need to know it was my decision to go
last night. I genuinely thought a little old lady was in
danger.”
“I respect that. And while we don’t have an answer as to why this is happening, we need a way to
protect you - and I think I have the answer right here.”
Shane stood. “Come with me.”
She followed him through the swing doors and
out towards the gallery where the aroma of fresh coffee filled the air.
“Who wants a drink?” Delta called.
“Yes please,” Val replied.
Then there was another man’s voice. One Val
didn’t recognise. “I’ll have one thanks, white with
two sugars.”
Val watched Shane approach the punch bag,
where she could see two thick muscular arms
wrapped around it.
“Coming right up,” Delta replied.
“Delta, you can have a free tattoo if you keep
making coffee,” Shane joked.
“I thought I might get a discount, but free, I’m
overwhelmed.” Delta placed a tray on the table. As
her friend approached Val noticed Delta had an oddly
smug expression on her face. “Here.” Delta passed
her a mug.
“Who’s the stranger?” Val asked as a heavy
breathing presence behind her replied.
“I am, and you must be Val.”
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She turned and stared open-mouthed at the young
man in front of her. “Hi.”
Delta joined her. “Please let me introduce you to
Shane’s son, Jason. He’s here on summer break.” Her
best friend’s smile widened until it threatened to take
over her entire face as she sipped her drink.
Val couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Since
when did Shane have a son? She tried to stop staring
at his face, but found it impossible. From his almond
shaped eyes down his straight nose to his full lips and
angular jaw-line. He was painfully good-looking. She
could feel the blood rush to her cheeks. Breathe, stay
calm. Act cool. Do I have anything stuck in my teeth?
He’s so gorgeous and those lips.
Thoughts rushed into Val’s head faster than she
could contemplate answering them.
“Nice to meet you.” Jason reached round her to
pick up his coffee. “I have plans for us, you interested?”
“Aha,” Val said, suddenly tongue-tied. Oh my
God - plans.
Jason sipped his drink. “My dad’s asked me to
help you with some self-defence. Says you had some
trouble at work. So I’m going to teach you how to box
and fence. If you’re up for it?”
“What?” She’d failed at forwards rolls in school
and the idea of a gorgeous guy watching her flail
around like a drunker octopus wasn’t her idea of a
good plan.
Shane and Delta sat.
“It’ll come in handy if you get into any tricky situations,” Shane said.
“No disrespect, but why would anyone need to
fence? Surely no one breaks into shops carrying
swords?” Val asked.
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Jason grabbed a chair. “Fencing is one of the
most explosive exercises you can do. It improves coordination and timing. Plus, that and boxing are what
I’m good at.” He smiled at Val and she could see his
resemblance to Shane. Those dimples.
“Thanks for the offer, I’ll think about it.” She
grabbed the last available seat as images of her muscle-free arms flexing and the others rolling around in
fits of laughter flooded into her head.
“Seriously, consider it. You need help,” Shane
said.
“I promise I will.”
As they drank their coffees Shane proceeded to
proudly tell her and Delta about his son’s many sporting awards and Val was listening intently when she
started to feel her tattoo begin to heat up. As the sensation grew she could hear a strange splashing sound.
Through the chatter she tried to concentrate harder. It
sounded like waves crashing on a beach. Looking at
the others she could tell they were oblivious to what
she was hearing. Then the sound of children’s laughter confirmed her fear. She was being… summoned.
“Is everything okay?” Delta asked.
“I’m going,” Val said.
“Don’t you have time to finish your coffee?” Jason appeared disappointed by the prospect.
She stared at Shane. “I think I’m really going.
You know… ‘going.’”
Then an image came into view on the coffee jug
in the middle of the table. She could see a man’s limp
body bobbing between waves. Her eyes focused in on
him and Val knew what she was about to do would
freak the others out, especially Jason, who seemed to
have no clue what was going on, but what choice did
she have. If she sat here for five minutes trying to explain, the man would surely drown.
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“Right now?” Shane asked.
“Yes, sorry,” she said, reached out, touched the
coffee jug and disappeared.

Chapter 9
Under The Sea

“W

hat the hell just happened?” Jason
jumped up from his chair, shooting
panicked glances between Delta and

Shane.
“Same as yesterday, newbie,” Delta replied.
“She’s gone. Lord only knows where.”
“What do you mean newbie? Dad, what’s she
talking about?” Jason demanded.
“This girl, Val, she has a few… issues. That’s
why I wanted you to help her.”
“And you didn’t think that her disappearing was
worth a mention? Is she a military experiment? Or a
mutant!”
“Stop, Jason. I’ll explain everything once she’s
back.”
“Fine, just tell me how she disappeared?”
“That’s something we’re trying to work out.”
Shane moved to where Val had been sitting and
passed his hand through the air, swiftly left then right.
“Incredible.”
“We need to get her back,” Delta said.
Shane pulled back Val’s chair. “We will. Didn’t
Val say she returns to the same place she left from?”
“Sure did.” Delta nodded.
“Right, son, help me move the table. Delta, try
calling her.”
*
Shane and Jason were half way across the room with
the table when Delta squealed.
“Val, are you okay?” She beamed. “I’ll put you
on speaker-phone, hold on.” She held out her phone.
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“Hello, can you hear me?” Val’s voice crackled.
“We can. Where are you?” Shane asked.
“Just a minute.”
They could hear Val speaking in the distance to
someone. Then silence.
“Well?” Delta asked impatiently
“Oh my God, I’m going to faint.” They could all
hear the panic in Val’s voice.
“Take a breath.” Shane took the phone from Delta. “Listen to me Val, you’re alive. That’s the first
priority. The next one is to tell us where you are then
we’ll come and get you.”
“I’m in Key West.”
“Key West, isn’t that in Yorkshire?” Jason asked.
They heard Val laugh hysterically. “Florida, I’m
in Florida! I have no money and my phone is a pay as
you go. I’ve got about… three minutes left. What am
I going to –”
There was another silent pause.
“Val?” Delta called.
“Wait, he’s fallen into the water, like I saw in the
coffee jug.”
“Who?”
“A guy on a jet-ski.” There was another pause.
“There’s a lifeguard swimming out. Okay this might
not be so bad.”
“You mean apart from the fact you’re half way
round the world with no money and two minutes left
on your phone,” Delta said.
Shane glared at her.
“Sorry.” She shrugged.
“What’s happening to the guy?” Jason asked.
“Just a minute.”
Jason looked to his dad and tapped his watch.
“Val, we don’t have long, we need more information.”
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“You’ve got be kidding me!” Val’s voice
screeched. “I hate these people. This has to be –”
“This has to be what?” Delta demanded.
Shane shook his head. “She’s gone.”
“No, she can’t be gone. She’s all alone – with no
platinum card!” Delta stormed around the room. “You
have to do something. We can’t just leave her in Florida. Do you know how much she hates flying?”
“Listen, I know you’re scared for your friend, but
let’s look at the facts. Every time Val’s disappeared,
she’s reappeared. So for the next ten minutes we wait.
Give the girl a chance. She may find another way of
contacting us.”
“I’m sorry, didn’t you get the part where she said
she has no money?” Delta threw her hands in the air.
“I did. I also got the fact that she’s very bright
and resourceful. Have a little faith.”
“Sure, praying seems like the sanest move right
now.” Delta took her phone back.
“Let’s move some of those mats over from the
gym, son. And Delta, text Val’s mum and tell her
she’s with you.”
She gave him a half smile. “I can do that.”
*
The ten minutes had passed and Shane had convinced
Delta to hang on a little longer when the group heard
a distant crackle. A second later, a neon spark of light
appeared above their heads. The light spreading until
it was almost three feet wide.
“That’s not what happens when she leaves; do
you think that’s Val?” Delta stepped behind Shane’s
large frame.
“I don’t know,” he responded as Val promptly fell
through the gap, her boots in tow.
*
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Val opened her eyes to find Delta flying forward
to grab her in a tight embrace.
“You totally freaked us out.”
“Step back; I’m dangerous!” she ordered. Pushing
Delta off she wobbled backwards and dropped to the
floor, wrapping her arms protectively around her
body.
Delta pulled her soggy shirt away from her chest.
“Val, you’re soaking wet, what happened?”
“Why are you dangerous?” Shane interrupted.
Val looked up, eyes wide. “A lifeguard tried to
restrain me. All I wanted to do was push his hand
away and I blasted him ten feet through the air without even touching him. Stay away.”
“Was he okay?” Shane asked.
“He was fine. Just mad as hell.”
“Then don’t worry, kid. You have to protect
yourself. If that means using these abilities you have,
so be it.”
“There was a little girl, feet away from where he
landed. What if I’d hurt her? I can’t control myself.”
“Was she okay?” Shane asked.
“Yes.”
“Then don’t live in the ‘maybes.’ You’re the one
with the disadvantage here. Until we can work out
how to help you, you need to use as many of your
new skills as possible. Delta, get her a glass of water.
Son, get a blanket,” Shane knelt at Val’s side, and
gently pushed the wet hair from her face. “You’re not
dangerous. I’ve met dangerous face-to-face and it
looks nothing like you.”
Within seconds, there was a soft, blue blanket
draped around her shoulders and she had a glass of
water. “Thank you.” With both hands holding the cup
steady she took a long drink.
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Jason sat down on the floor next to her. Delta
pulled a chair up behind her and gently rubbed her
hair dry with the end of the blanket. When she finished her drink, the questions began.
“Are you ready to tell us what happened?” Shane
asked.
“Yeah, you went to Key West, in the blink of an
eye. Can you tell where you’re going? Are you like
those homing pigeons, all internal radars? Are you a
mutant?” Jason asked eagerly.
Delta tapped him with her princess pump. “Slow
down, buckaroo.”
“It’s okay.” Val gave him a weak smile. “After
my phone ran out of credit things got pretty scary. It
turns out the guy I thought was drowning, wasn’t. He
was trying to kill the lifeguard, and that was the person I needed to save. Does that even make sense?”
Delta shrugged.
“Save from what?” Jason edged forward.
“Drowning.”
“He drowned?” Shane asked.
“Nearly. The idiot pulled the lifeguard’s body
down and tied him to the seabed. So I went to free
him.”
“Val, tell me you didn’t swim in Key West, they
have crocs there!” Delta said.
“Really?” Val asked.
“Yeah!”
“Well, lucky I didn’t know that. He was about
twenty feet under when I reached him.” She paused in
reflection. “I thought we were going to die.”
Unable to stop herself, tears began to spill onto
Val’s cheeks.
“Do you want to take a moment?” Shane asked.
Delta slipped down out of the chair next to her
and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders.
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“No, I’m good.” She dried her eyes on the blanket. “Running out of oxygen I panicked, thought I’d
have to leave him, then everything started to change.
These tiny bubbles appeared. Clinging to our bodies,
like a blanket of air till we rose to the surface. It was
incredible. It pushed us to shore on what felt like a
conveyer belt.”
“Intense stress, that’s interesting.” Val could see
Shane making mental notes. “In technical terms, it
sounds like you were a battery pulling oxygen from
the water.” Shane scratched his head. “I’m not sure
which power you used there, air, water or a combination, but there has to be some connection between all
these events.”
Val nodded. “I agree. I think the zodiac’s pushing
this all along. But until I see what sign is inflamed I
can’t predict what’s coming next. And then I can only
guess what power to use.”
“Are you sure about that?” Delta asked.
“I’m not sure about my own name right now.”
Val replied. “What I do know for sure is that this
thing isn’t limited to this country any more - it can
take me anywhere in the world, but I’ve no idea
what’s waiting at the other end, apart from a glimmer
of an image, a person who needs my help and another
that wants to kill them.”
“You’re a hero,” Jason said as the clock chimed.
Shane helped her to her feet. “I’m guessing if you
don’t get home soon, your mum will be using her super powers on you.”
Val sighed. “Before I disappeared, I texted to say
I was on my way home, mum will be panicking.”
Delta squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. I messaged
her while you were gone, said you were with me. I
can’t promise you aren’t in the doghouse. Say you’re
hungry, that should distract her.”

The Return to Alchany · 103

“How well you know my mum.” Val pushed her
boots on.
Shane and Jason accompanied them to Delta’s
car.
“We can carry on talking about this tomorrow,”
Shane said from the curb. “If you need me you have
my number.”
“Thanks - for everything. I’ll see you then,” Val
called out the car window as Delta sped away.
*
The Mini pulled up outside her house. Undoing
her belt Val leaned across to hug Delta, but her friend
blocked the advance.
“You’re still damp, let’s just call it a day for the
full contact sports. I’ll call you in the morning,” Delta
said, shooing Val out of the car whilst brushing down
the seat that Val had left covered in a dusting of sand.
Val waved goodbye, as the Mini disappeared.
Opening the front door, she heard her mum call
from the lounge.
“Val, quick! Come here. You have to see this.”
This wasn’t quite what she’d been expecting, although then anything less than the Spanish inquisition
was good. The TV was on and instead of asking
where she’d been, her mum signaled her to watch.
She stood in the doorway of the lounge nervously.
The red flag on the screen read Breaking News. A
slim, red-headed female was talking. “This afternoon,
on the Florida beach of Key West, tourists were witness to a miracle of biblical proportions.” Val
watched in awe as she appeared on screen. Although
blurry, she knew it was her and cringed as she
watched the scene unravel. Val disliked having her
picture taken, so watching herself on a flat screen TV
saving a lifeguard in broad daylight was horrific. She
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could only hope she’d been lucky and no one had taken a decent picture of her.
“I’ve watched this three times, and if I hadn’t
known you were in a book shop in Arcsdale, I
would’ve sworn that was you,” Susan said.
Val let out a thin laugh. Her parents both looked
at her.
“You look a mess!” Susan exclaimed.
Val smiled pushing her hair behind her ear, realising she was still slightly damp.
“You alright?” Mike asked.
“Fine. Tired. Is there any food?”
“There’s a plated dinner in the microwave. Three
minutes should be enough. Go and eat. And have a
bath.” Susan turned back to the TV. “See if you can
find it on another channel, Mike. I want to watch her
again.”
Mike flicked through the channels, and Val took
the opportunity to leave. As she headed upstairs with
her dinner she could only hope she would make it
through the night in one piece, and in the same country.

Chapter 10
Circle Time

V

al was busy loosening the collar of her itchy,
sackcloth cloak when a distant roar of approval caught her by surprise. Wandering into
the clearing she could see a group gathered around an
open fire. The deep orange glow highlighted their
cloaked silhouettes and she was quickly filled with
apprehension as one of them; a woman, pulled down
her hood and, with a sense of urgency beckoned Val
to join them.
She approached cautiously, counting thirteen other people standing around; their faces obscured. The
woman greeted her. “I’m relieved you arrived safely.”
She reached out and squeezed Val’s hand. “Now we
are all present. Brothers, sisters, after last nights
slaughter we must move swiftly. He will take no more
lives.”
“What about the vessel?” a stout, red-headed
woman next to Val asked.
“The vessel’s ready; collect the others. Retribution will be ours on this night,” she said and a chorus
of agreement erupted from the group. Something inside Val stirred. It was like she wanted retribution
with them. But what for?
Then a man on the other side of the fire spoke.
“You must depart. Leave her with me. I’ll keep her
safe until it’s time.”
Uttering their agreement one by one they started
to disperse.
For a moment Val didn’t move. Should she follow the others or stay put? Then the last cloaked
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figure, the man that had told the others to leave,
strode towards her.
“Should I follow?” she asked.
He pulled back his hood. “No.”
From the fire’s light, Val could make out his deep
olive skin and soft features, topped by a disheveled
crop of short black hair. He placed his index finger
under her chin, lifted her face, and stepped closer. Her
breath caught as their bodies drew together. She had
to wonder if he could hear her heart pounding. Then
his scent reached her. To Val’s utter surprise she recognised it. “You were in the bookshop. Why? How?”
she asked.
His black eyes searched her face. “Because I need
you to stay focused. You have to save them.” His arm
wrapped around her waist. Val tensed, rooted to the
spot. “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispered.
His other hand cupped her cheek as his lips
pressed down on hers with a confidence that made
Val’s heart race. This definitely wasn’t their first kiss.
As their lips parted she could feel herself slipping out
of his grip and reluctantly back into consciousness.
*
Her lips were still warm from the kiss and her cheeks
flushed, as she woke. Val knew it was a dream, but
nonetheless she was stunned at how real it had all felt.
How now awake she yearned to be back in her dream,
with him. And a sense of loss so profound she ached.
Thankfully, his face was still clear in her mind. “He
missed me,” she said, an uncontrollable grin spreading across her face.
Once she could stop her brain from playing a repeat loop of the best kiss of her life, Val considered
what the cloaked figures had been saying. They were
going to make their move, but to do what? What was
the vessel? Retribution for what? There wasn’t
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enough information, and what about him? He’d told
her to stay focused, to save them. But she couldn’t
stop the butterflies in the pit of her stomach just thinking about him.
“Get it together. It was a dream,” she said to her
reflection that was grinning stupidly back at her from
the wardrobe mirror.
Dream or not, Val knew how she’d felt. There
was an intense, instinctual sense of connection to these people and a desire like nothing she’d ever felt to
be with him – whoever he was.
*
The bookshop had been buzzing all morning, and between customers Val glanced at the horoscope page of
a cheap magazine, trying to memorize the symbols.
She’d texted Delta the main parts of her dream, but
left out the kiss. Delta would want every single juicy
detail, and Val wasn’t prepared to share her fantasy
romance in hashtag format.
She was helping an elderly customer down the
steps when her phone rang.
“Goodbye Mrs Raine.” She waved and pulled out
her phone. “Delta, I’d love to chat, but I’m actually
quite a busy and important person.”
“That’s a shame, alien, because I was thinking of
having a picnic today at your little bookshop. But if
you’re too important, I can eat alone.”
Val grinned. “Wait. I think the vital question is:
Are you making it?”
“No!”
“Maria?” Val could hear the excitement in her
own voice at the thought of Maria’s cooking. “If it’s
hers, I’m in.” She began to imagine the delicacies
Maria, Delta’s family help, would make. She was a
far better cook than Val’s mum. Not that she’d ever
admit to it.
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“I do have the wonderful Maria at my disposal.
She flew in two days ago.”
“Then lunch it is. Got to go.”
She hung up as a short, serious-looking woman
approached her. After a couple of questions, Val was
impressed she knew what the woman was looking for.
“Right this way,” she said, guiding her to the
classic humour section as she heard her phone began
to ring again. “Please excuse me. I’ll be two seconds.”
The woman nodded and began to browse the
books. Val dashed back to the counter. Checking the
screen, she didn’t recognise the number.
“Hello.” Her mum had told her never to say her
name she got a call from a number she didn’t recognise – which actually made good sense.
“Hi, it’s me, Jason.” An uncontrollable grin
stretched across her face. ‘The boy with a pulse.’
“Delta gave me your number. You have a boxing lesson at twelve-fifteen today.” Val’s mouth dropped
open. “Oh, and before you try to get out of it with the
excuse you’re having lunch with Delta, I’ve already
swapped messages with her and she’s bringing the
picnic here.”
“I don’t remember picnic sharing being part of
any self-defence training deal.”
“They’re that good?” Jason laughed.
“Yes… I’ll be there, but only because you’ve hijacked my lunch.” She hung up.
Val paused for a moment to compare Jason with
her dream guy. It was every girl’s right to do the
comparison test. Firstly, they were completely different. Jason was the guy you couldn’t help but fancy unless you had absolutely not interested in men. He
had that look. The one that said he was a great guy,
kind, funny and cute. So why did Val still feel that her
dream guy won this imaginary battle hands down.
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The way she’d felt last night during her dream was
what she imagined it felt like to meet that one person
that completed you. Your soul-mate. But he was still
a dream and Jason had the advantage of being - alive.
She let out an awkward laugh. Delta would have
slapped her around the head if she’d known Val had
compared Jason to her dream kisser. And who could
blame her it was ridiculous. She should stay focused
on her troubles and get back to the woman who was
still looking as miserable as when she’d left her.
They eventually managed to find a suitable book,
and as she collected the woman’s money, the front
door burst open and a large wooden crate flew in. It
was followed by a deliveryman, who kicked the crate
the last few feet into the shop.
“Thank you for visiting the bookshop and please
come back again.” Val handed the woman her bag
and watched as she negotiated her way around the
crate and out of the shop.
“Wallace Frederick Gallymore ‘ere, luv?” asked
the deliveryman, who Val could not only see, but
smell.
“No, I’ll sign for it, thanks.” She took the clipboard, scribbled her name and maneuvered around the
counter; politely ushering him back out, before she
passed out from his pungent fumes. With some effort,
she pushed the crate next to the crushed water cooler.
It was far too close to her lunchtime picnic to start
unpacking.
*
A summer breeze welcomed her as she headed to
the tattoo parlour. Crossing the road to Shane’s she
was met by Delta, who was showing off her Mini to
two burly bikers.
“Hey, Val. Come and meet my new friends. This
is Butch and Sonny.” They both smiled at Val.
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“Hi. Are you here to watch me get beaten to within an inch of my life?”
“Anything we can help with?” Butch asked.
Delta shook her head. “No, she’s being a big baby. She’s having a little boxing lesson.”
“Who’s that with then?” he asked.
“Jason. Shane’s son,” Val replied.
Butch grinned. “Good luck with that. I’ve seen
what that kid can do.”
“He’s better than his dad, but don’t tell Shane I
said that,” Sonny added.
“Thanks. That’s reassuring.”
“Off you go. I’ll be in soon.” Delta waved her off.
Inside Shane was at work on a woman’s arm, creating an intricate tattoo of a tiger. He smiled and
signaled for her to go out back.
“Shouldn’t I wait for you?” she asked, and started
to sit down.
“No, go. Jason’s waiting.”
“Fine.” There was no way out of this.
Through the door Jason was already busy working out. Sweat dripped from his face and down his
neck. His black vest looked sprayed on as it hugged
his ripped torso. Val couldn’t help but take a mental
picture.
“Hi, Xena.” He strode towards her, wiping his
face with a neck towel. Val wasn’t sure where to let
her eyes rest until a familiar voice came up from behind her.
“Personally, I call her alien. I think it suits her
better,” Delta said.
“Do you want to play punch bag?” Val threatened.
“Stop messing around and grab these.” Jason
threw a pair of black boxing gloves at her. They had
white spots at the ends and lightning bolts down the
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sides with the word Zeus across the wrists. Val had to
admit she quite liked the way they looked.
She pulled her sweater off to reveal a simple
white sleeveless vest. She was already too warm, and
it was liberating not having to hide her tattoo.
“Have you ever done any boxing before?” he
asked.
Delta burst out laughing. “She couldn’t do a
round with Mother Teresa.”
“For once she’s right. I’ve never even been in a
scuffle at school.” Val blushed and Jason smiled back.
“Then let’s get you started. Pop on your gloves.”
Val put one on, closing the Velcro wrist strap
with ease. The second one wasn’t as simple and after
a few seconds Jason came to her rescue.
“I can’t even get them on. Maybe this is a bad
omen and we should stop now?”
Jason shook his head. “I know you’re going to
love this.”
Val followed him onto the gym mats. Clearly his
definition of love and hers were polar opposites.
“This is how I want you to stand.” Jason positioned his left leg in front of his right, and bent his
knees slightly. He softly bounced and she followed
his movements. “That’s great! You’re a natural.”
Val tried not to show her embarrassment at Jason’s comments, though she was secretly pleased.
“Let’s try a basic jab. I’ll give you the moves in
numbers to make it easier, okay?”
“Don’t go over nine. She isn’t good with double
figures,” Delta teased, crunching on a celery stick.
“That’s okay. We’re only going to eight,” Jason replied.
“I’m so pleased you two are getting on so well,”
Val grumbled.
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Jason pushed her playfully with his elbow to get
them back on track. “I’m going to stand in front of
you with these pads. I want you to punch forward
with your left hand. The energy will start in your foot,
then pass through your hips and finally your fist will
hit the spot. Make sure your wrist’s flat. Keep your
right hand up guarding your face.” He pulled her right
hand up to her cheek.
“Do it slowly until you get it right. This is number
one.”
Val swung her hips slowly and landed a punch on
Jason’s pad. She grinned. It felt good. ‘Maybe I’m
going to like this,’ she thought as she repeated it several more times.
“Right. Now I want you to really go for it.” Jason
instructed.
“Kill him, tiger,” called Delta, who was devouring a miniature chocolate cake.
Val aimed and let go. It wasn’t quite as hard as
she would have liked, but it seemed fine to her.
“Good. Now this time I want you to really go for
it. Imagine the pad being someone you don’t like.”
Who didn’t she like? She began to think. Then the
images started to rush into her mind. She saw the man
who’d attacked her in the bookshop, the old lady ranting at her, and the guy who’d left the lifeguard at the
bottom of the sea. The anger was giving her pains in
her stomach, building like a swirling ache. It began to
spread through her body, gaining momentum, and she
felt a growing sense of detachment. Like someone
else was in control.
She wanted it to stop. Her body was shaking. Energy surged round her system. She could no longer
contain the power.
“Now,” Jason ordered.
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On his word her fist flew forwards. The glove
planted on the spot in the centre of the pad as she let
out a massive grunt. Then all she could see was the
pad move away from her at speed with Jason attached.
“Oh sweet Jesus!” Delta yelled as Jason came to a
halt about ten feet away on his backside.
Val was mortified. “I’m so sorry! I got so angry,
remembering all that stuff. Then it took me over.” She
rushed over to him.
Jason shook his head and grinned. “That was
amazing!” He was visibly exhilarated. “This is going
to be so much fun. Do it again.”
Delta poked Val’s arm. “If you ever hit me,
Saunders, I’ll tell your mom. Do you understand?”
“This isn’t funny. I could have hurt you.”
Jason stood up. “I’m fine. You just need to get
control.” He gently guided her back to the mats with
the pads. “Do it again.”
She wasn’t enjoying this any more. But Jason
would have none of her excuses. Out of nowhere he
pushed her hard with his left pad.
“Stop it,” she said. “It’s not going to work.” He
pushed her again, harder. After three painful jabs he
was right and she was very wrong. Her fist impacted
him at speed, he closed his hands together and flew
once more across the gym this time only stopped by
the concrete wall.
He dropped to the floor and lay there for a moment, motionless. Val thought she was going to be
sick.
“Jason,” she ran over dropping at his side.
His eyes opened and he was still grinning. “Awesome.”
“But I don’t want to hurt people.”
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“The idea is for you to be in control. For that we
need to focus your energy, but until you can see how
powerful you are, we can’t turn down the dial. I think
that will do for now. Lunch looks too good to wait
any longer.” He said rubbing his back as Shane
walked in.
“How’s it going, kids?” He pushed playfully
against Val’s gloves.
“Dad, she hit me once and knocked me on my
arse. The second time it was clean across the room.
That’s about it,” Jason said, while Delta nodded in
agreement.
“Are you serious?” Shane looked between Jason
and Val.
“Yup. All we need to do is teach her the other
punches without making her mad,” he said.
“Do it again.” Shane instructed.
“Really.” Val complained.
“Really. Now. ” Shane nodded to his son.
The pad came at speed this time as Jason aimed
for her head. Intuitively she swivelled and ducked,
trying her hardest to push the energy straight through
her fist. Her glove missed his pads and struck Jason,
square in the chest. His body lifted and he landed several feet away with a thud followed by a groan.
“That’s incredible.” Shane rushed over. “You
okay boy?” he asked, inspecting his son.
“I’m fine, get off,” Jason laughed and moaned as
Shane hit a sensitive part. “I’ll be black and blue tomorrow, but it’s worth it.”
“We’ll get you some full body pads,” Shane said.
Grabbing his son’s hand, he pulled him up and dusted
him down.
Delta interrupted. “All this fighting is making my
Pak Choy wilt. Will you come and get something to
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eat? Maria spent hours preparing this.” She waved a
piece of lettuce at them.
Val found it hard to be happy-go-lucky like the
others. She still had a knot in the pit of her stomach.
She could see how her powers could be controlled,
but also how dangerous they were. Jason must be at
least fourteen stone of muscle and she’d knocked him
across the room like a paper bag three times.
“Val, do you have anything new to tell us?”
Shane asked picking up a miniature hot-dog, which
looked absolutely ridiculous in his large hands.
“Yeah - I had another dream,” she began. She explained about the group in the wood and the woman,
and what she’d heard. She told them about the connection between the man she’d met in her day-dream
at the bookshop, and then again last night. Once again
she left out the fact she’d shared a passionate kiss
with him.
Shane’s brow was wrinkled in thought. “What did
she mean by ‘the vessel?’ Have you heard anything
like this before?”
“Nope.” Val shook her head. “But whatever it is,
it’s ready, and dream or no dream Shane, I keep coming back to the same thought… why me? The old
woman and the guy from the beach knew my name?
I’ve never met either of them. It’s all too crazy for
words.”
“We need to build a map of everything and everyone.” Shane wrote a few notes. “I’ll talk to my
friend about this; it could help him.”
Val glanced down at her watch. “That sounds
good. I’ve got to go, guys.” She grabbed her sweater
and a chocolate brownie. “Tell Maria she can do this
again any day.”
“I’ll see you later, alien.” Delta gave a military
salute with a piece of pie in her hand.
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Shane escorted Val out. He’d closed the shop for
lunch, and outside a queue of customers had formed.
“Homework,” he said.
“What?” Val face scrunched. She didn’t think
she’d ever hear that word again.
“I want you to practice your new skills. Use them;
get used to them. Know how each one feels. In the
army, we were taught to be one with our weapons.
Like it was an extension of our own body.”
“But what if I’m left with nothing, when all the
symbols have gone?”
“Let’s deal with what you have right now. See
you tomorrow for another lesson,” Shane said.
“Okay, as long as Mr. Gallymore isn’t back.
Thanks for everything, and I’m sorry if I hurt Jason.”
Shane’s lip rose in a crooked smile. “Don’t worry, he can look after himself.”
*
Val chose to ignore the crate in the entrance and had
busied herself cleaning the inside of the front window
when she spotted Delta’s Mini pull up outside.
“What are you doing here?” she shouted out the
door.
“I tried calling you. Why aren’t you answering
your phone?” Delta asked.
“It hasn’t rung.” Val put her hand in her pocket no phone.
“Are you looking for this?” Delta waved Val’s
mobile in the air.
“What would I do without you?” She climbed
down from her steps. “Want a coffee?”
“If you want to call it that.” Delta nodded. “The
boys and I were worried.” She handed Val her phone,
sidestepping a man in a deep blue anorak with thick
glasses who was engrossed in a book and was one of
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the few males on the planet who were oblivious to
Delta.
“Are you worried enough to help me?” Val pointed at the yellow duster sitting on the counter.
“Well played.” Delta picked it up and waved it at
Val as she sauntered off.
*
There was a late afternoon buzz on the street and as
Val chatted with a customer in the doorway, she spotted Wendy out of the corner of her eye.
“Is she coming here?” Delta asked. Shaking
the duster out the door.
Val sighed. “Yep.”
“Oh joy.” Delta retreated back to the counter
and Val followed.
“Hey.” Wendy greeted them. “Does your friend
work here, now?”
“No, she does not,” Delta, responded quickly
dropping her duster on the counter.
“Looking for anything in particular?” Val asked.
“Some summer reading. Don’t worry, I know my
way round,” Wendy said, sauntering away.
“She’s such a weirdo,” Delta grumbled.
Val slapped Delta’s arm. “She’s a paying customer.”
“You hit me! Now make me a bad coffee to apologise.”
*
Val placed their coffees on the counter as Wendy returned with a stack of books.
“Is Mr. Gallymore here?” she asked.
“No, he’s away. Can I take those?”
Wendy was visibly uncomfortable with this response.
Val reached out for the books and Wendy tentatively handed them over.
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She calculated the price and popped them into a
bag. “That’ll be forty-three pounds please.”
“Thanks. Maybe when you’re not so busy. We
could have a coffee?” She handed Val the cash.
“Sure,” Val replied, while Delta pretended to gag
in the background.
Taking her bag Wendy hurried past Delta towards
the exit. “You take care now, Selta.”
“It’s Delta!”
Val dashed around the counter and gripped her
friend by the arm. “Take a breath tiger. Wendy has far
more problems than you could imagine.”
“What do you mean?” Delta asked.
Val checked to make sure Wendy was out of
sight. “No wonder she wanted Mr. Gallymore. She
bought five books on witchcraft.”
Delta grinned. “You think she’s a witch?”
“Well, she isn’t training to be a mechanic, is
she?”
A sudden beeping sound interrupted them. “Quitting time.” Delta grabbed her bag. “I set an alarm,
hope you don’t mind.”
“I envy your lack of focus.” Val sighed. “Remember Wendy… the witch!”
“Forget about her. Witches aren’t real. Let’s get
out of this place. You can take me to your mom’s so
she can over-feed us, like Hansel and Gretel.”
“Is it really that bad?”
“Sure is.” Delta nodded.

Chapter 11
Date Night

S

usan was weeding the front lawn as the Mini
pulled up. “Hello Delta.” She stood brushing
the grass from her apron. “At last someone who
can get Val home for dinner. Thank you, honey. Do
you want to stop?” she asked, dropping her gloves
into the bucket in front of her.
“Will you have enough?” Delta asked.
Val laughed. It would take a zombie apocalypse
for her mum to run out of food.
“I’m sure I can put a bit more on if necessary.”
“That would be lovely.”
Val mimicked Delta’s accent. “Geez, y’all, that
would be just rootin’-tootin’ fabulous.”
“You’re just jealous because you have the personal skills of a slug.” Delta flicked her hair over her
shoulder and followed Susan indoors.
Mike was already at the kitchen table. As usual,
his head was buried in a book. “Hello girls,” he said,
his eyes fixed on the page.
“Hi, Mr. Saunders. How’s the golf swing?”
Mike glanced up. “I’m having an excellent season. Thanks for asking.”
“That’s great news.” Delta turned and grinned at
Val as Susan instructed them to sit down.
*
Whilst they ate Delta entertained them with stories of
her travels around the world. She laughed at Val’s
dad’s joke-book humour till she had to beg him to
stop complaining that her sides hurt. By the end of the
evening, as usual, Delta had Val’s parents wrapped
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around her little finger, which gave Val a break from
being the only child and perpetual centre of attention.
“Do you girls want some ice cream?” Susan
asked.
“Yes please. We’ll take it upstairs.”
“Thanks again for dinner,” Delta said.
Susan squeezed her hand. “You know we’re always here if you need anything.”
“I know, thank you.”
“Come on, quick before she adopts you.” Val
grabbed Delta’s shirtsleeve and guided her out of the
kitchen.
“I love your parents,” Delta said as they climbed
the stairs.
“You can have them any time you want. I’m sure
they prefer you to me.”
“Who wouldn’t?” Delta laughed.
Val pushed her bedroom door open, as a twinge
shot down her arm. She placed her bowl on the bedside table and lifted her sleeve.
“What’s wrong?” Delta asked.
“My tattoo hurts.”
They inspected Val’s arm. The symbol that resembled a swirl was red and inflamed. Then a voice
called for help.
“Can you hear that?” Val’s head twitched left and
right like an attentive dog. “There’s traffic and
screaming.”
“I can’t hear anything.”
Then the TV on her dressing table lit up with the
image of a young woman hanging from a rooftop by
her fingertips. Val could see she was seconds from
plummeting to her death.
“She’s going to fall…” she said, dashing across
the room reaching for the screen. As her hand hit the
image, she disappeared.
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*
Delta stood alone, ice cream in hand. “Freak’s sake,
alien,” she moaned, pulled out her mobile phone and
dialled. “You know I hate leaving messages, but she’s
gone again and I’m stuck in her bedroom with her
parent’s downstairs. I need to stay put. I’ll give you a
call when she gets back.” She popped the phone back
in her pocket, dug her spoon deep into her ice cream,
and sat on the bed. “No point in waiting for you,” she
said to the TV.
*
As Val landed on a flat roof, her body crashed to the
ground and her face smacked into the sandpaper coal
tar surface. Pushing back onto her knees tears of pain
cascaded down her face and she cradled her cheek in
her hand, crying out in anger.
She took several deep breaths to compose herself.
There was no time for self-pity – there was a woman
to save, so she rose up in search of her victim. On her
left was a stark white doorway, with a bright red
emergency phone on the wall. To her right a large
metal air-conditioning unit whirred like a swarm of
bees. The rest was black, flat pitch roof surrounded by
waist high, red brick parapets. The building was at
least seven-floors high on a street full of similar
styled red brick buildings. They stood like dominoes
in a row and over to the right she could hear heavy
traffic bustling on the main street. But where was the
woman? Was she too late?
“Help me!” A desperate voice cried out.
“I’m coming,” Val replied, spotting white, curled
fingertips with red polished nails on the far side of the
roof. When she reached the wall, she threw herself
down. Her knees anchored against the brick parapet
she looked over the top and came face-to-face with a
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petrified, young woman. “Hold on.” She reached out,
gripping her forearms tight.
“I’m going to fall!” the woman screamed.
“You won’t, I promise!” Val reassured, although
the strain on her arms said the opposite.
“Save me,” she pleaded.
Val’s hands held onto her with all the strength she
could muster. Her fingers felt like vices clamped onto
the woman’s flesh. “I’m going to pull you up.”
“Don’t let me go!”
“Hold on.” Val grimaced as she felt the tension
on her back and the woman responded to her pull.
“Hurry.”
Val nodded mechanically, unable to speak. She
leaned back using her full body weight, and lifting up
pushed with her feet against the wall. The woman’s
arms appeared over the ledge. Val reached forward
and grabbed her dress. One leg came over and with a
final heave, Val managed to drag the woman to safety.
Collapsing together on the floor they gasped for
breath. The woman clutched Val’s hand tight; their
fingers intertwined. While they lay there recovering
Val realised something was wrong. The job was done,
she’d saved the woman, they’d made contact, so why
hadn’t she teleported away?
Finally, the woman spoke. “Thank you… thank
you…” she repeated, releasing Val’s hand. “I owe
you my life.” Pulling back her hair two intensely blue
eyes appeared, surrounded by streaked mascara. “I’m
Sarah.”
“I’m Val and you’re welcome.” She stretched out
her tense arms, feeling a deep ache in her muscles
which she was sure would double by the morning. “I
hope you don’t mind me asking, but how did you end
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up hanging off the roof of a building in the first
place?”
Sarah looked embarrassed her cheeks flushing.
“You’ll think I’m crazy, and to be honest, right now
so do I.” She sat up. “I was meeting a guy I got to
know on a dating website - which I’ll be cancelling
the membership to as soon as I get home.”
“This was a date?”
“Yes. I’d been chatting with John for a few weeks
- he seemed so nice. This was going to be our first
encounter.” Sarah pulled a tissue from her pocket and
dabbed her eyes.
“Why here?”
“He said he worked here, and I, like an idiot,
agreed it was romantic to meet on the roof,” Sarah
said.
“So what went wrong? It’s slightly extreme to
push your date off a building.”
“I don’t know. I arrived to find a single red rose
resting on the wall. I was so blinded by excitement
that I rushed over to pick it up. That’s when someone
hit me from behind. Luckily I managed to grab the
wall as I toppled over, and the rest’s history.” Sarah
stood and shuffled cautiously back towards the ledge.
“I dropped my mobile. Do you have one? We should
call the police.”
As if in answer to Sarah’s request, the red emergency phone on the wall jumped to life. Val glanced
at Sarah who shrugged. Moving cautiously over, Val
lifted the receiver.
“Hello,” she said hesitantly.
“Hi, Val, how’s the view?” a chirpy female voice
mocked. “Saving that lonely heart’s addict was too
easy. It’s time to spice things up.” Val felt a sharp
pain in her chest. A physical response to this woman’s
goading.
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“Who are you? And what do you want with me?”
“Well, aren’t you full of questions little Miss
Chipper? Here’s what I want: I want you to count
down with me, are you ready five, four, three-”
Val looked to Sarah, who was gazing nervously
over the edge of the building, searching for her mobile and her body flooded with fear.
“-two, one.”
The line went dead as fire alarms began to ring all
around them.
Sarah turned from the edge. “The buildings on
fire!”
Her hand shaking, Val replaced the receiver. Her
anxiety mixed with anger was overpowering. No
wonder she hadn’t disappeared yet; this definitely
wasn’t over.
“We need to get out of here,” she called reaching
for the emergency exit’s door handle.
“Stop!” Sarah responded. “We can’t go that way,
there’s smoke coming from under the door.”
Val glanced down to see several tiny tendrils of
smoke reaching out towards her boots.
Sarah began to cry. “I’m like that woman in the
weird film where she dodges death, but then death
catches up with her.”
“We’re not going to die,” Val responded firmly.
Joining Sarah at the edge of the building she began to quiz her, while she searched for a way out.
“So, what do you do for a job? Please say firefighter.”
Sarah, let out a nervous laugh. “I wish. I’m a
drugs counsellor and I volunteer as a Samaritan.”
“That’s cool,” Val said as she spotted their exit
route. “Sarah, look there’s some emergency steps
over the back. If we drop about five feet onto the first
level, we’re home free. Come on.”
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“I can’t go over the edge again.” Sarah pulled
away from Val.
“I get the irony, but I’m betting burning to death
is much worse. Now move.”
Sarah mumbled her complaints as she allowed
Val to help her up onto the wall.
Val stood by her side on the ledge. “On three.”
She could feel the tremble in Sarah’s hand. “One,
two, three.”
Sarah screamed as they landed with a thud on the
shaky metal staircase and clutched the railing. Val
wanted to scream as well, then curl into a ball, but she
knew she was expected to be the saviour here, not the
victim.
“Now what?” Sarah asked.
“We keep moving.” Val guided her towards the
first set of steps.
They began their descent as echoes of distant sirens filled the air. Thankfully the fire services would
be there soon.
They’d made it down two more flights before Val
came to a halt.
“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.
“Shh...”
They stood motionless. Val could hear a rumble.
“Where’s that sound coming from?” Sarah asked.
“There,” Val said, glancing through a window into the building. At the back of the room, between
empty desks and upturned chairs a growing ball of
fire was moving rapidly towards them.
Val swiftly turned and pushed Sarah down; pressing her body on top of her companion as a ball of fire
exploded through the closed window. Glass shattered
all around them as the fire engulfed Val, and Sarah’s
panicked cries rung in her ears.
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As the flames receded, black smoke billowed out
of the broken window and Val could see that the
staircase below was engulfed in flames. They were
stranded, like Robinson Crusoe, on a building that
was struggling to stand.
Then Sarah began to yell at her. “Why aren’t you
on fire? You should be on fire!”
“Please calm down,” Val said.
“Hello up there.” Down below Val spotted a redheaded woman sat on a large bin waving to them.
“Hey,” – she waved back – “tell the firemen
we’re here.”
The redhead grinned, jumped down from the bin,
raised her hand to give Val a military style salute before sauntering off.
“Did that woman salute us? This is so messed
up.” Sarah sobbed.
“Yes it is.” Val knew she was the woman on the
phone. “Forget about her, we need to get into the
building. It’s our only option.” She had spent enough
time on her dad’s building sites to know that their
safest bet now was the fire exit.
“That sounds like the worst idea ever. If you
hadn’t noticed, it’s on fire!”
“It’s in or jump. I vote in.”
Sarah looked down. “Okay.”
Val climbed through the broken window. Thick
smoke filled the room. Her vision impaired, she
reached a hand back to help Sarah in. “Follow me.”
“I wasn’t going anywhere without you,” Sarah
replied gripping Val’s hand.
Val guided her down onto the floor. On their
knees, she could see a clearer passage towards the
door. And, as they crawled, Val prayed she’d made
the right decision.

The Return to Alchany · 127

Entering the corridor, she spotted a door to the
stairwell. They’d made it to Level 3. In front of her on
a green and white plaque were the words ‘Fire Exit’.
She glanced back at Sarah. Her face was black with
the smoky residue, her eyes red and streaming.
“That’s the way out. We need to move quickly.”
Sarah coughed a response and moved obediently
to Val’s instructions. Val placed her arm protectively
around Sarah’s shoulder in an attempt to protect her
as they opened the door. They were still three flights
of stairs to freedom.
Val pulled her top up over her mouth. “Not far,”
she said guiding Sarah along. The suffocating smoke
had become a thick curtain they both inhaled in deep
gulps. As they descended Val could feel Sarah’s body
begin to shake. She was going into shock. Val held
her tight as they reached the bottom step of the second
level. It was only the closeness of the sirens and people calling instructions to each other that gave Val the
strength to keep going.
“Can you hear that,” Val said.
Sarah’s head gave a single nod.
“Please, a little further. We’re so close. I have to
save you.”
“You will.” Sarah whispered as her body went
limp.
Val quickly rose onto her knees, wrapped her
arms under Sarah’s and started to drag her down the
final flight of stairs.
As they reached the ground floor, she could hear
loud bangs from the other side of the stairwell door.
“In here,” she called.
She laid Sarah down and felt for a pulse. It was
slow, but present. With a final bang, the door burst
open and there, barely visible through the smoke,
stood a fireman, covered from head-to-toe in protec-
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tive gear with a large axe in hand. Val crossed her
fingers and took Sarah’s hand. “Goodbye.”
*
Val felt herself slipping towards her destination.
Landing on her knees in front of her dresser she
glanced over her shoulder to find her best friend engrossed in a glossy magazine. Delta’s reaction to her
arrival was slightly less enthusiastic than her earlier
one. There was no jumping with excitement and no
hugs this time, but the look of relief in her eyes said it
all.
Delta’s nose rose into the air. “Sweet Jesus, you
smell like a burnt raccoon, and your face is a mess.
What happened?” She wafted Val with her magazine.
Val shuffled over on her knees and pushed the
magazine away. “Quick summary. Bad points - landing on my face. Burning building. Poor woman on a
blind date from hell. Thinking once again I was going
to die. Good points - I saved her.”
She rested her head down on the bed.
“Everything okay up there, girls? I heard a bang,”
called Susan.
“Yes it’s fine, Mum.”
Delta pulled Val’s hair from her face. “Any more
of those strange people this time?”
“Yes, a bad-ass redhead who liked counting
backwards.”
“What?”
“You had to be there.”
“No thanks.”
“Delta, why do I keep meeting these people?
There’s no obvious connection. They’re all different
ages and sexes, but they all seem to know me. They
call me by name.”
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Delta shook her head. “I don’t know, but in your
messed-up world right now there really are no answers.”
“True. But the more I meet these people, the more
I feel like there’s something off about all of this,” she
said. Getting to her feet she began to remove her
clothes.
“Like what?”
“I saved a woman they left hanging off the building.”
“Okay.”
“Why not kill her? If you go to all the trouble of
pushing her over the edge, why leave her for me to
find?”
“I see what you mean.”
“The woman at the bookshop, the guy in the car,
the woman I hit with the rounder’s bat; they could’ve
all been killed with a little more effort.”
“It does seem weird. Maybe you’re really good at
saving people?”
Val raised an eyebrow.
“Point taken. Something’s off.” Delta shrugged
awkwardly.
“And I’m going to find out what it is.”
“Can you think about it while you go take a quick
shower? I’ll wait.”
*
Val stared at her reflection. Her face was black with
soot and badly grazed. Her eyes, although not painful,
were red. However, she was nowhere near as bad as
Sarah had been. She stepped under the warm water
and let it run down her face. Her fingers tentatively
prodded her cheek and she winced. This was her first
visible wound; she would have to be careful not to
raise her parents’ suspicions.
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She slipped into her pyjamas. They felt so soft
against her skin, and suddenly she found herself choking back tears. Now in the safety of her bathroom Val
had time to stop, think, and appreciate the dangerous
situation she’d been in on that roof. What would be
next? How much more could she take? Her back was
blue with bruises. Her cheek looked like she’d had a
fight with a cheese grater. Okay, her tattoo was disappearing, but at what cost?
Delta was checking her phone when Val came
back into the bedroom.
“Anything interesting?” she asked.
“Twitter gossip. You look exhausted. I should go
and let you rest. We can catch up in the morning. Will
you be alright?”
“I’ll be fine. I may not have a choice in this, but
on a high note, there are only eight more symbols on
my arm. If this keeps up, I’ll have none in less than
two weeks.” She gave a faint smile and winced.
“Here.” Delta reached into her purse and pulled
out a bottle of foundation. “It should cover your
scratch.”
“Thanks. Do me a favour? Dump these clothes
on your way home.” Val shoved her smoky jeans and
sweater into a backpack.
“Will do.” Delta held the bag at arm’s length as if
it contained a cobra ready to strike.
They tiptoed downstairs where Val’s parents were
still in the kitchen chatting.
“You leaving, Delta?” Susan called.
“She has the hearing of a bat.” Val mouthed.
“Yes, Mrs. Saunders. Thanks for dinner,” Delta
replied.
“You’re welcome, honey. Come over whenever
you want.”
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“Will do. Val, I’ll see you in the morning. Try to
get some sleep and don’t pop off if you can avoid it.”
Delta jumped into her Mini.
Val waved goodbye and headed back upstairs before her mum had a chance to see the state of her face.
Back in her room, she spotted the two empty ice
cream bowls on the side and smiled to herself as she
imagined Delta stuffing her face with Ben & Jerry’s.
Her body lowered tentatively onto the bed, while she
winced and groaned. Then, with little effort, fell
asleep.
*
Another night and yet another dream. Val could feel
her heart pound in her chest as she ran through the
woods. She heard the familiar crackle that came before the ball of light, then it stopped, as did everything
else, including her.
She had come to an abrupt halt in front of a falling leaf hung motionless in mid-air. Above it a
blackbird suspended with both wings extended, in
mid-flight. Her eyes blinked and she could swallow,
but the rest of her body was rooted to the spot. Frozen.
An icy-cold breath seeped down her left cheek as
cold hands slipped around her waist and a grinning
face came into view. It was the blond man and he
proceeded to devour Val with his eyes.
Finally, he spoke. “Freedom is a luxury everyone
should appreciate – don’t you think?”
“I’m free, and this… is a dream,” she replied
through gritted teeth.
“Really? You think you made me in your sweet
little dream?”
“Yes,” Val said as the temperature continued to
drop.
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“Wrong.” He gripped both her arms tightly till
Val winced in pain. “I’m in control and I’m coming
for you.”
Her lips numbing, she struggled to respond. “I
don’t think so, fr fr – freak.”
His eyes twinkled at her insult. “We’ll see.”
His left hand began to rise and with it the droplets
of dew lifted off the surrounding plant life and began
to gather on his palm. Clustering together until they
formed an icicle in the shape of a dagger. He grinned
spinning it around it in his hand like a cheerleader’s
baton, then plunged down towards Val’s chest.
Like a puppet on a string her hand shot up and
grabbed his wrist. They struggled, back and forth like
a staged dance. Val completely under his control.
Through his laughter the dagger dropped a second
time, stopping inches from her breastbone. Without
warning, she felt his arm relax. She snatched the
weapon from him as he disappeared, leaving a blue
spark behind.
She stared at the empty spot he’d left until the
sound of footsteps caused her to glance up. A young
woman in a hooded cloak was running towards her
with a book held out in front, which she proceeded to
thrust forcefully into Val’s hand. It was the zodiac
book, the one Val had caught her finger on.
“Read it,” she ordered as everything went dark.

Chapter 12
The Book

V

al woke abruptly. The icicle dagger still rested on her palm. She stifled the urge to
scream, flinging it across the duvet. Then
stared at it open mouthed not know whether to laugh
or cry at the madness of this situation. How on earth
had she brought it out of her dream?
The fact it was melting eventually snapped her
out of her daze and into action. She would need proof
to show the others – no one in their right mind would
believe her. Val grabbed her phone, took several pictures and started to send texts.
Holding what was left she ran downstairs.
Entering the kitchen, she was surprised and relieved to find there was no one there. A note on the
counter explained the silence:
Val, you were sleeping and I didn’t want to disturb you.
Your dad’s gone to work and I have an appointment first thing.
Your lunch is in the fridge.
Love Mum.
PS. I’ll know if you haven’t eaten breakfast.
She quickly wrapped the dagger in tinfoil and
shoved it to the back of the freezer, hoping her mum
wouldn’t find it.
Jogging back upstairs Val knew exactly what to
do. She had to get the zodiac book back. And if she
could bring an object out of her dream, Shane was
right, she needed to pay more attention to every detail
from now on.
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After a quick shower, she applied the foundation
Delta had left, although covering scratches with
make-up was more of a dodgy Band-Aid, than a complete cover-up as it advertised on the label.
Val shoved a cold pancake in her mouth, grabbed
her lunch and set off for work.
Approaching the bookshop, she was surprised to
see Delta and Jason standing outside. “Morning, what
are you guys doing here?” she asked.
“Guess we both felt equally freaked out by your
early-morning text with the picture of an icicle dagger
attached,” Jason said.
Delta sat on the railing in a pink jump suit. The
matching bag swung between her legs. “What he
said.” She inspected Val’s face. “I see you used the
foundation I left. We need to have the ‘less is more’
conversation.”
Jason stepped aside for Val to open the door.
“Correct me if I’m wrong here, but in your text you
said the dagger was in your dream?”
“It was. The blond guy, the one who said ‘finally
we meet,’ tried to stab me with it.”
“Christ!” Jason grabbed her wrist. “Are you alright?”
“I’ve had better dreams, but on the upside he
didn’t succeed. Just took too much pleasure in trying.” She pulled her hand back.
“Sorry.” He released her.
“How did you bring a dagger out of your dream?”
Delta asked.
“I simply took it from him and when I woke, it
was in my hand.” She stared at her palm as if the dagger were still there.
“That’s creepy,” Delta fake shuddered.
Jason’s head shook in disbelief. “Creepy! Seriously? Someone tries to kill Val with a dagger made
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of ice and she wakes up with it in her hand? Creepy is
not the word I’d use. It’s downright impossible. We
need to tell my dad and we should try and find some
information on the Internet about this.”
Delta retorted. “Where exactly should we search
genius? w-w-w-dot-creepy-weapons-that-should-stayin-your-dreams-but-came-out-anyway-dot-com?”
“Hilarious.” Jason frowned.
“That’s not everything,” Val interrupted placing
her lunch on the counter.
“There’s more?”
“Yep. I had a book thrust upon me with explicit
instructions to read it.”
“Which aisle’s it on?” Delta asked.
“It’s not here, Mr. Gallymore took it to be mended.”
“So, where is it?” Jason asked.
“With a - Mr. Butterworth.”
They watched as Jason waved his phone around.
“Don’t bother trying.” Delta grumbled.
*
Val grabbed an ancient copy of the yellow pages from
behind the counter. “Fingers crossed Mr. Butterworth’s as old as my boss,” she said flicking through
the pages.
“Do you think he’s in Arcsdale?” Delta asked.
“I’m hoping. If Mr. Gallymore took it to be
mended in the evening, and he doesn’t drive, then it
has to be within walking distance.” Her finger ran
down the page. “Bingo, Mr. Butterworth’s Book Restoration, 17 Gatekeeper Street, Arcsdale.”
“I know it. It’s not far from here. Any idea why is
this book so important?” Jason asked.
“None. The only thing about it that meant anything to me was the zodiac on the spine. The pages
were blank – although Mr. Gallymore protested when
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I told him, saying that no book in his bookshop was
without words. Or something like that. Which makes
it even weirder that the girl in my dreams should tell
me to read it.”
“We need to pay Mr. Butterworth a visit.” Jason
said.
Delta pointed at the aged clock. “Are you allowed
to leave before lunch time?”
“Today we can make an exception.” She stuck a
‘Back in 5’ sign on the door, picked up her bag and
led them out onto the street.
“Follow me,” Jason said.
Guiding them through the town he explained how
he’d moved here at the age of seven and spent his
school holidays roaming the streets while his dad
worked.
As they ventured further from the bookshop, Val
mentioned her surprise at never meeting him before.
But it turned out Jason had been sent to a boarding
school which kept him away most of the year.
They’d walked for several minutes when Jason
stopped by an archway, “Here you go.”
Val glanced down the brick tunnel.
“What’s down there?” Delta asked.
“Gatekeepers Street.”
“No wonder I’d never heard of it.” Val entered
the enclosed alleyway with trepidation. The lack of
sunlight made the temperature drop and goosebumps
exploded on her skin.
“Am I the only one creeped out by this?” Delta
asked.
“No.” Val grabbed her friend’s equally cold hand.
Up ahead she spotted a smaller than usual wooden doorway. It reminded her of ‘Alice In
Wonderland.’ Mr. Butterworth would have to be even
more hunched than Mr. Gallymore. Set in the door
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was a small amber glass window, utterly useless in
nature - giving nothing away as to what was inside.
Above the door rested an aged wooden sign. ‘Butterworth’s Book Restoration’ - a title as original as Mr.
Gallymore’s ‘The Bookshop.’ Val pressed down on
the stiff metal handle and the sound of a tiny bell rang
as they entered.
Inside the shop it was almost impossible to make
anything out. Lit only by several lamps scattered
around them, the dark wooden shelves and floor made
Val feel trapped, as if she had been locked inside a
wooden box. The sickly smell of beeswax left her
feeling heady. How could anyone work in these conditions?
“Good morning.” A soft voice reached them and a
man rose into view, as if by magic, from behind the
counter. “How can I help?” he asked, cleaning his
glasses that were so thick, without them his appearance was mole like.
“I’ve come to collect a book Mr. Gallymore left
to be mended.”
The man’s head tilted up and to her surprise he
scowled.
“In a hurry, is he?” Then he mumbled, “grumpy,
miserable, old goat.” Val held back her laughter and
pleasure at finding someone who felt the same way
about her boss as she did.
“Is it ready?” she asked.
“It is.” His turned and with his tiny hand pulled
back a tartan cloth curtain, revealing a large wooden
bookcase. On it were several hundred books all individually wrapped in brown waxed paper and tied
neatly with brown string. Pulling out a stool, Mr. Butterworth climbed to the top and reached into the
furthest corner groaning as his stretched. Finally, his
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fingertip looped the string on a book and pulled it
down.
“How do you know which one’s which?” Delta
asked.
He tapped the side of his nose. “Trade secret,
Miss. That’ll be fifteen pounds please.”
“Thank you.” Val pulled the money from her
purse and exchanged it for her brown paper parcel.
“Have a good day, Miss,” Mr. Butterworth said,
already heading back out of sight as they left the
shop.
“What a strange man.” Jason commented as they
headed onto the high street where the light and
warmth returned.
Val stood silent as her friends compared their
opinions on Mr. Butterworth. The coarse string rested
between her fingers. Mr. Gallymore had sworn the
book was full of words and she knew something very
different. But now she had it in her hands which one
of them was right?
“Come on alien, open it.” Delta nudged her.
“Agreed. We didn’t come all this way for you to
stare at brown paper,” Jason added.
“We came a whole five streets,” Val replied pulling the string. The paper opened with ease and there it
was, the book from her dreams, the pesky book that
had cut her finger. But now it was like new. The
brown leather shone. The brass buckle had been
mended and then...
“What the hell!” Val exclaimed. She flipped the
book in her hand to show the others.
“What?” Delta asked.
“Look at the spine.” She waved it in their faces.
“It only has eight symbols on it, the same as my tattoo. It was a full zodiac circle when I cut my finger.”
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It was identical to Val’s arm, except there was no
backwards y in the centre.
“That’s freaky,” Jason said, pacing round Val.
“Yes, I agree, freaky. Open it.” Delta instructed.
Val placed her hand on the cover. “When I last
opened this book it was blank, I swear.” She looked at
her friends.
“Okay – come on.” Jason was unable to stop
moving.
Slowly she started to lift the cover.
“Should we stand back?” asked Delta.
Val let the cover drop. “Yes, maybe.”
“Get on with it before I die of old age,” Jason ordered.
“Fine.” Val flipped the cover.
“Well?” Delta demanded.
Val held the book out for them to see. “I don’t believe it. What is that?”
Jason and Delta leaned in staring at the page.
“I have no idea.” Jason shook his head.
“It’s like chicken scratches.” Delta shrugged.
Each page contained a variety of small marks,
splattered sporadically across the paper. It meant
nothing. But Val knew it had been empty, yet now,
not only had the zodiac changed, but it contained…
something more than nothing.
“I can’t believe this. Let’s go back to the
bookshop – I need to sit down. We can take a better
look there.” Val shoved the book and paper into her
bag.
“I’ll meet you there, I have a sudden craving for
some of your Cadbury’s chocolate. Put the kettle on.”
Delta grinned.
“Hurry up.”
*
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As Val stirred the drinks, she took a moment
away from her crazy existence to appreciate how nice
Jason looked. His white t-shirt and jeans were worthy
of a mental picture.
Then, breaking her out of her daydream the doorbell almost rang off its hinge as Delta came flying in.
“Guys, you need to see this,” she enthused.
“You’ve been a total of five minutes, what on
earth could’ve happened?” Val asked.
Delta stood by the counter holding a large bar of
Cadbury’s chocolate in one hand and a newspaper in
the other. “Look at the front page.” She slapped the
paper down on the counter.
The headline read: Doctor saved in car crash by
mysterious teenage girl, becomes hero himself. As
Val read the article, it became apparent that the man
she’d saved only a few days ago had, the very next
day, saved a young girl from being hit by a car.
“What do you think?” Delta asked, visibly more
excited by the news than Val. “Is that the guy you
saved?”
Val stared at the page. “It is and that’s great, but
how does it help us?” She asked.
“Can’t you see the connection? You’ve saved a
doctor, a nurse, a lifeguard and a Samaritan.” Delta
waved a piece of chocolate at her as she spoke.
“She’s right, they all come from… you know…
caring professions,” Jason added.
“Yeah, all this, the tattoo, the dreams, it’s all happening so you can save people who then help others.
It’s like a divine mission,” Delta held her hands together in prayer.
“So, I’m on a divine mission now, am I?” Val
taped the page. “But this isn’t the answer to my problems. I need to know why this is happening
specifically to me and how to stop it.”
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“Geez, take some credit, alien. Whatever you are,
for however long, you saved someone who then saved
a little girl, so ease up on yourself.” Delta shoved the
chocolate into her mouth and handed Val a piece.
“I’ll ease up when we get some answers and now
I have to add this book to my long list of unanswered
questions.”
“I bet Sam could help with the book,” Jason said.
“Sam! Who’s Sam?” Delta perked up.
Jason’s eyes switched between both girls, then he
shoved his hands in his pockets.
“Jason, who’s Sam?” Val asked.
“Damn it. You have to promise you won’t tell my
dad what I said. He’ll kill me, very slowly. And he
knows how.”
“Tell your dad what? That you told us his secret
friend is called Sam? Am I right?” Delta asked.
“Yes, but some people don’t want to be known,”
Jason replied.
“Why all the secrecy?” Delta continued probing.
Val stepped in. “Delta, he’s Shane’s friend, that’s
all we need to know. Stop with the questions. Respect
the man’s wishes to stay anonymous.”
“Fine.” Delta raised her hands in submission.
“For now let’s look at it. See if anything makes
sense.”
Val placed the leather-bound book on the counter
and they’d started to flick through the pages when the
doorbell rang. They all turned to look, like three
naughty children caught in the act of stealing biscuits.
To Val’s dismay, Wendy was stood in the doorway. A mess of jet-black curls framed her face. A
bright red t-shirt marked her tiny torso. While ripped
jeans hung loosely on her legs. “Hello.” Her eyes
danced between the three. “Who’s your new friend?”
she asked. “I don’t remember him from school?”
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“This is Jason. He’s a friend from out of town.
How can I help you, Wendy? Have you already read
those books you took yesterday?” Val asked.
“No.” Wendy’s glance darted nervously between
Val and Delta. She had to know they would’ve talk
about her witchy purchases the previous day. “What’s
that, is it new stock?” Wendy approached the counter
and the zodiac book. “Sorry. Not new, old, but new.
Oh dear.” She looked around awkwardly.
“No it’s not, it’s mine.” Val placed her hand
firmly onto the open page.
“You study ciphers?” Wendy asked with a hint of
surprise in her tone.
“Ciphers?” Val responded.
“Yes, ciphers, you know like codes,” Wendy
turned; a look of surprise crossed her face to see Jason
and Delta in such close proximity. “You must already
know that, because it’s your book,” she stepped back
from the group.
“I did.” Val grinned. “Did you need any help?”
“No. I’ll go and get the book I forgot yesterday.”
Wendy’s head dropped, her fringe fell like curtains
closing. “Sorry for interrupting your get-together.
Nice to meet you, Jason.”
“And you,” he replied.
Wendy shuffled away and left the three of them
huddled together.
“I’m here if you need any assistance,” Val called,
before turning towards the others with her jaw hung
low in awe. “Do you think it’s a cipher?”
“Could be,” Jason said.
Val handed it over to him. “Your dad needs to see
it, now – and the man with no name.”
“I’ll take it. See you at lunch time,” he patted her
arm.
“Bye.”
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As the door closed behind him, Val noticed Delta
stood arms folded staring at her.
“What? What’s wrong?” She could hear the
pitched whine in her own voice.
“Saunders, you put the female sex to shame.” She
tapped Val’s forehead with her knuckles. “What are
you waiting for? Hot stuff like that doesn’t waltz into
your life every day. Please correct me if there’s something more interesting for you to do of an evening
than spending time in those muscular arms.”
Images of her passionate dream kiss in the woods
made her cheeks grow red. “Thanks, Cupid, but I
don’t feel the need to spend my evenings in anyone’s
arms. And on a more important note, we need to look
for information on ciphers.”
Delta pulled out Val’s lunch and popped the lid.
“I’d love to help, alien, but I’m on lunch break.”
“It’s not time!” Val snatched it back.
“It is somewhere in the world,” she retaliated as
Wendy reappeared book in hand.
Placing it on the counter, Val noticed how Wendy
searched around with her eyes and knew she was
looking for the zodiac book. “This everything?” she
asked.
“Yes.” Wendy wrapped her arms tightly around
her. “Are you free for that coffee?”
“I’m really sorry…” Val had to stop herself from
saying she was meeting Jason for a boxing lesson. “I
already have a date at lunch time, maybe another
day.”
“Okay.”
Val felt awful as Wendy sloped away with her
purchase once again the object of her rejection. She
had to give her ten out of ten for persistence. And although it was great Wendy had been able to pinpoint
something about the book, Val didn’t want to explain

144 · G L TWYNHAM

to the others how odd she found it that Wendy had
arrived when she had. Her choice of literature was
questionable. She definitely didn’t remember her giving Val the impression she was into magic during
their time together in school. She’d never come in on
World Book Day as Hermione. She’d keep an eye on
Wendy from now on and her suspicions to herself.
The last thing she needed right now was a proverbial
witch-hunt.
*
Val actually enjoyed boxing with Jason today. They
slowly worked through the first four punches as Delta
gave verbal support from a distance. She’d noticed,
with each sequence he gave her, how much more in
control she was of her emotions. Jason had told her to
imagine a numbered dial in her head that she could
turn up or down. This seemed to work well. Each time
she hit the target with greater confidence, accuracy,
and control. After sending him across the room twice,
Val managed to tone it down to only half way, and he
was still standing - which felt like a huge success.
Shane had been more interested in the zodiac
book than her fighting skills. He pored over it with a
puzzled expression and every so often, he would
show it to Delta and they would mutter to each other.
“You’re done.” Jason threw Val a small towel and
delivered a hearty pat on the back. Over analysing
after Delta’s comments Val wasn’t sure if this was
one of those ‘I’m showing you I like you’ pats or ‘you
remind me of my childhood dog’ pats.
“Come and look at this.” Shane beckoned them
over.
Val pulled up a chair next to him, throwing her
sweaty towel in Delta’s direction.
“You’re so dead.” Delta flicked it away.
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Val flashed her gloves at her friend and laughed
as Jason passed her a water bottle.
“Children, let’s concentrate.” Shane looked at
them with stern, grown-up eyes. “Look at this drawing, Val. Does anyone seem familiar?”
‘What drawing?” Val asked.
At the very back of the book was a hidden pocket,
inside was an intricate illustration of a group of six
adults all standing together. As Val’s eyes scanned
the faces, she took a sharp inward breath.
“Val?” Shane looked at her.
Her index finger hit the paper. “That’s her, the
woman from my dreams, but why is she in this
book?” Val could feel her heart begin to race.
“Have you considered that maybe your dreams
are more like memories,” Shane suggested. “There’s a
theory that you can only dream about people you’ve
physically seen, so maybe you knew her? I’ve a friend
who’s a psychic and she believes that we don’t live
once, we come back again and again.”
“So, you’re saying I remember this woman from a
past life? That’s too freaky, no, not possible.” Val
swigged her water, whilst shaking her head.
“Let’s not forget you have the ability to walk
through fire and control air and water with your
hands, I think we got freaky under our belts when you
disappeared into thin air. Just, think about the possibility, Kid.”
Shane had a point. He could be right, however,
she wasn’t at all sure if she wanted him to be.
“When will we know any more about this cipher?” she asked in a feeble attempt to move the
conversation on.
“My friend’s out of town, but as soon as he gets
back I’ll speak to him,” he said.
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Jason shot Val a glance. She gave him a nod.
“Sounds good.”
Then Delta glancing up from her water spoke. “Is
that Sam?”
“Really!” Val snapped, reaching over she
punched her in the arm. “I’m sorry, Jason.”
“Dad, it slipped out. I didn’t mean…”
Shane’s face broke into a grin. “Don’t worry son,
worse things could happen. Girls, Sam’s a very private person, but I’m sure the way things are going
you’ll meet him at some point.”
“We didn’t mean to find it out. It was a genuine
accident,” Val said as Shane’s dimples grew and she
knew it was okay. “How will you show him the
book?” she asked.
“Well, real people in the modern world have
something we like to call a scanner,” Shane replied.
“Great, another funny man. That’s all I need.” Val
stood.
“You off?” Jason asked.
“I’ve got to get back to work; I’ll see you later.”
Delta jumped to her feet and followed Val. “I’ll
come with you. I believe I’m getting to grips with that
dusting thing you do. Plus they may make me fight.”
*
As they entered the bookshop, the first thing that
greeted her was the large wooden crate Mr. Gallymore had had delivered the day before. “Let’s get this
lot unloaded.”
Delta attempted to help open the box, but it was
Val’s brute force and a sturdy letter knife that won in
the end. As they lifted the lid, a puff of musty odour
escaped.
“Oh geez! Do you think there’s something dead
in there?” Delta leaned over the top.
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“Not unless Mr. Gallymore’s collecting the classics in the form of dead writers, no.” Val pushed the
top off to reveal a mixture of large and small books,
all old. Delta disappeared and returned wearing a pair
of plastic gloves.
“Where on earth did you get them from?” Val
frowned.
“You never know when you’ll have to get your
hands dirty. My nails are precious.”
“You’re precious.” Val tutted.
“If one of these books was written during the
plague and the germs are dormant, and we touch
them” — she waved her gloved hands in Val’s face
— “I’ll survive and you’ll die!” Delta picked a book
out of the crate and carried it like a dead mouse to its
grave. “You’ll become a librarian zombie.”
“Bookseller zombie, please, and we’ll be here all
night if you do it one at a time.” Val packed the book
trolley as Delta trotted back for another.
*
As the day came to a close, Val shelved the last of the
books from the trolley. All the while, thinking about
the zodiac book. It could hold so many answers, but
without its translation, she might as well not have it at
all. And the picture. That woman – who was she?
“Time to go,” Delta called from the counter, jangling Val’s keys.
“Coming.” She joined her friend, who dragged
her to the door in her eagerness to leave.
“Time to have fun. I texted Jason. He’s going to
meet us at that really nice pub in the village.” Delta
grinned.
“The Albion?”
“Yes. I like it in there. They always give you peanuts with your drink and they have those yummy
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British potato chips.” Delta pointer her key and the
lights on the Mini flashed as it opened.
“I think you mean Walkers crisps? I’ll text mum
where I’m going.” She said as they jumped in.
“Yes, Walkers.” Delta quickly positioned herself
to apply lip-gloss in the rear-view mirror.
“Do I look okay?” Val pulled at her top. Everything she wore at the minute was overkill for summer
because of the tattoo.
“You look the picture of elegance,” Delta replied,
not even looking in Val’s direction.
“Thanks. I appreciate the honest feedback.”
“So, are you going to ask him?” Delta ignore
Val’s sarcasm, pulling out into the traffic.
“Ask who what?”
“Jason-on-a-date.” Delta spat the syllables.
“Are you joking? He isn’t interested in me.” Val’s
voice was so high it almost squeaked like a choirboy’s.
“I disagree, and you won’t know until you ask.”
“Let’s think about this logically. If he said no, it’ll
get awkward and we lose two of the most important
friends we have. That would be a disaster.”
“What if he said yes?”
“He won’t.” She placed her head against the car
window and closed her eyes in the hope this would
stop Delta asking any more questions. Amazingly it
worked.
*
Delta spun into the car park coming to a halt at the
same time as a black Harley-Davidson. The rider, in
black leathers with a black helmet and mirrored visor,
switched off his engine.
“Look at that,” Val said. “Looks good, right.
Black, mysterious and sexy, but I bet when he takes
off his helmet a long mane of grey hair will fall out
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and a sixty-year-old man will shoehorn himself out of
the leathers.” Val and Delta sat for a moment watching the rider dismount. Then, the dark stranger started
to walk towards them. When he got to the side of the
car, he flipped up his visor.
It was Jason.
“Hello, girls.”
Delta laughed. “Hi. Val was just commenting on
how you were a sixty-year-old hippie biker, shoehorned into your leathers.”
Val sank into her seat. Could this get any worse?
She could feel a pulse in her temple, her cheeks flushing red. He was not only the best-looking guy in
Arcsdale; he had a fantastic bike and looked gorgeous
in leather. She had to question why she was still hanging onto a dream kiss when Jason was standing right
in front of her. Maybe Delta was right and it was time
to consider the real boy.
Jason, opened her car door and offered her his
hand. “Never judge a book by its cover. You should
know that better than anyone.”
As their skin touched, Val felt a shock flash up
her arm, but this was more than romantic electricity.
Something was going to happen. With his assistance
she began to exit the car, coming face-to-face with his
bike helmet, where to her astonishment a torch-light’s
beam proceeded to blinded her. Leaning in to inspect
it more closely, her grip on Jason’s hand loosened.
“Put the helmet down,” she ordered.
“What?”
“Your helmet, place it on the ground.”
Jason lowered the helmet as instructed.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“They’re trapped underground. I can hear them
calling out, it’s faint, but I need to help them.”
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Delta came round the front of the Mini. “What’s
going on?”
“I have to go.” Val bent to touch it.
“Wait,” Delta protested catching her by the arm
as both girls disappeared into thin air.

Chapter 13
We’re Going Under Ground

V

al blinked several times. Wherever she’d teleported to – the darkness held her prisoner to
her surroundings. Then she heard a sound. A
retch, a splatter followed by a groan.
“Who’s there?” she called, raising her fists ready
to protect herself.
“What have you done?” Delta’s angry voice echoed. “I just puked all over myself. Where are we, and
why can’t I see you? If you’ve blinded me, you’re
dead.”
“Delta, how the hell did you get here?”
“Clearly when an alien disappears and another
person’s attached. Poof! You get a two for one,” Delta’s voice rose as she yapped at Val.
“I didn’t realise you were touching me or that this
would be the outcome. I’m sorry. Stay calm and walk
towards me.”
“I can’t see, use your phone light and come to me.
I left mine in the car.”
There was an awkward silence.
Delta yelled into the dark. “You have to start remembering your phone. Get over here. I’m not
moving an inch.”
Val wanted to point out that Delta didn’t have
hers either, but thought it better to leave well alone.
“I’m coming.” She shuffled forward. “Can you smell
something weird?”
“Apart from my lunch?”
“Yes.” As Val’s eyes became accustomed to the
dark she could make out Delta’s silhouette several
feet in front of her.
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Her friend inhaled. “I can smell mud.”
“Me too,” she said.
Off in the distance Val spotted a beam of light
shift across the ground then another
joined it. “Did you see that?”
“Uh huh, someone remembered their phone.”
“Seriously – sarcasm, now! Take my hand. Let’s
go towards the light.” Val reached out latching onto
her friend.
“Only if you refrain from saying things like —
‘let’s go towards the light’, ever again.”
“You’re ridiculous.”
“No, I’m scared.” Val felt an instant pang of guilt.
“I know.” She gripped Delta’s hand tight, and
they began to shuffle carefully towards what Val
hoped was a way out.
Placing her hand tentatively on the wall, she
guided herself along, as it crumbled under her fingers.
She wouldn’t admit it to Delta, but she was equally as
scared as her friend. Her idea of mud was the stuff
under your feet on a rainy day. Not on the walls and
over your head.
As they edged towards the beams of light that
danced across the floor, she felt something strike her
foot. She tensed.
“Stop, there’s something here.”
Praying it wasn’t a dead body she knelt down and
hesitantly reached out. Her fingers prodded something
soft. To her relief it was a pile of jackets resting on
hard hats.
“Here, take this.” She handed over a thick padded
jacket and helmet to Delta, then took another for herself and put what appeared to be a miner’s helmet on
her head. After a few moments of fumbling, she managed to switch on the small torch on the helmet’s
peak.
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Delta’s torch also lit up. “That’s better. Now I can
see how dark it is.”
Val could see the splatters of sick down Delta’s
dress and the nasty grazes on her bare knees. “Oh,
you’re bleeding.”
“Stop shining that thing at me. I’m not prepared
to look at myself until I can shower and change my
clothes,” Delta replied, head held high.
“Then let’s keep moving.”
Through the darkness a mixture of voices began
to reach them. Men and woman calling words of support and encouragement.
Finally, they reached a large metal door.
“Please let it open,” Delta said.
Val’s hand wrapped tightly around the cold metal
handle and pushed down. It gave a quarter turn. On
her second attempt, she used the full force of her body
weight against it and the handle lowered. Together
they pushed it open.
On the other side, they were confronted by men
and women calling to each other as they shifted rocks
frantically. There had been some sort of cave-in and
these poor people were trapped.
Spotting Val and Delta, a tall, thickset man, with
vibrant red hair, strode over. “Are you young ladies
alright?”
“No. Clearly. I’ve been sick,” Delta complained.
Val squeezed her friend’s arm. “We’re fine, considering. You?”
“Shocked. It all happened so quickly. I’ve been
back up to the surface, but the rescue services won’t
be here for another fifteen to twenty minutes.”
“Wait, there’s a way out of here?” Delta enthused.
Val watched Delta’s face fill with hope as he
nodded, pointing to a small exit in the mud wall.
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If these people were on the right side of the rock
slide, then Val was on the wrong one. Surely she was
meant to arrive where she was needed? “How many
people are trapped?” she asked.
“There’s five. The red group are the ones that got
hit. I assume you’re blue?”
“You could put it that way,” Delta moaned.
“How long have they been trapped?” Val asked.
“Thirty minutes more-or-less. I wish the rescue
service would hurry up.”
“Agreed.” Val smiled weakly. “Are you sure
there’s no other way to reach the people who are
trapped?” She needed a plan. If she used her abilities
here she would be as exposed as she’d been on the
beach, but in a far more confined space.
“There’s an emergency tunnel,” he said.
“Why’s no one trying that?” Val asked.
“They did. The top door’s open, but the bottom
one wouldn’t budge an inch. Frustrating part is the
people are trapped directly on the other side.”
This was exactly what Val needed. “Where’s the
tunnel?” she asked.
The man pointed to the door they’d just exited. It
had a sign that said, ‘Staff Only’ in bold red letters.
Delta leaned in towards Val. “What are you thinking?”
She excused them and pulled Delta to one side.
“Listen, we arrived in that tunnel. That’s where I’m
supposed to be. So, I’m going back in there. You go
up to the surface.”
“Wait, we don’t even know where we are. I have
no handbag which means no credit card. Plus, he said
there was no way to get to them through that tunnel.
What are you going to do, you know you’re not James
Bond, right?” Delta fiddled nervously with her zip.
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Val could see how stressed her friend was and it
broke her heart.
“I’m going to open the bottom door.”
“What makes you think you can?”
“The ones that went down there didn’t have my
abilities. Neither does James Bond. And for the last
time, he’s not real.”
Delta gripped her hand. “I’m coming with you.”
“I’m not sure? It could be dangerous.”
“You’ve made it back every time so far.”
“True.”
“I trust you can do it again. Plus, I need to emphasis the fact I don’t have my credit card.”
“No credit card – I’ve got it. Follow me.” Val led
Delta backed towards the door they’d left ajar.
“Hey, don’t go down there, girls. I told you it’s
blocked.” The man they’d been chatting with, visibly
agitated, marched towards them.
“Keep moving.” She pushed Delta through the
gap.
On the other side of the door, the darkness once
again enveloped them. Val could feel Delta’s hand
begin to shake. “You know, now I’m here I’m not
sure I can do this.”
“Take a few deep breaths.” She pulled the door
shut. Val couldn’t let the man stop them.
Delta grabbed Val’s arm with an uncomfortably
firm grip. “I can’t breathe. This tunnel seems smaller.
Do you think it’s smaller? I’m going to faint. Get me
out of here. Now!”
“If I let you out, you’re going to have to deal with
that man and you’ll have to go to the surface alone.
Do you understand? I can’t go with you. I have people to save.”
Delta’s torchlight shot up and down. “I’m going
to puke… again.”
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“Okay, I’ll open the door, push you out. Borrow a
phone and call Jason as soon as you get to the surface.”
“Hurry.”
Val pushed down on the handle but it didn’t
budge. “What?” Then the sound of heavy bolts being
locked threw them into a panic. “Hey! We’re in here,”
she shouted banging at the metal with her fist.
“Let us the hell out.” Delta kicked at the door.
In between their cries, Val could hear someone
laughing.
“Delta, shush.”
It was the voice of the man who’d spoken to them
a moment ago calling from the other side of the door.
“You crack me up. Two for the price of one.”
Val burst forward, kicking the door in anger.
“Be careful, Val. You wouldn’t want the shaft to
collapse in on you and your pretty friend.”
“How does he know your name?” Delta mumbled
to herself.
“What do you want?” Val responded.
“I want to have fun, at your expense, thinking
about you trapped in there as the others die.” The man
laughed.
“Rot in hell!” Val yelled.
“Thank you. I hear the weather’s lovely at this
time of year.”
She couldn’t believe it. Not only were they
trapped underground, they were trapped inside a tunnel, underground. Val’s stomach flipped with the
stress.
“Geez, I didn’t see that coming.” Delta’s headlight swayed hypnotically as she shook her head.
“And I still want to puke.”
“I know. But we have more important things to
think about. Come on.” Val turned back towards the
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tunnel to flash her headlight into its murky darkness.
“Can you smell something weird? Not mud.”
“It’s not my fault,” Delta protested.
“I know it’s not you.” Val squeezed her hand.
“Come on let’s find the other door.” She started to
head cautiously down the slimy steps, Delta shuffling
in tow.
At the end of the tunnel they were greeted by a
large pile of rubble and Val realised the reason the
people upstairs hadn’t tried this door wasn’t because
they couldn’t open it. There had been a cave-in here
as well.
“Damn it!” She yelled. She couldn’t get through
this. What power could she use to move solid rock? If
they started to clear it like the others taking one rock
at a time it would take them forever.
A call for help reached them. “Is someone there.
Please help us!”
“You have to save them.” Delta’s voice pleaded.
“I know. But how?”
Delta’s flashlight turned, blinding her.
“Jesus, Delta.” She pushed the peak of the helmet
away.
“Sorry. What are you going to do?”
Val began to pace. “I guess; I need to use my
powers to break down that door.”
“But how?”
“Good question. There’s no water in here.”
“That’s a positive thing in an underground tunnel.” Delta enthused.
“I’m also presuming there’s very little air.”
“We should keep it for ourselves.”
“And no fire, which is good, because even though
I seem to be fireproof, you’re not.”
“No freaking fire, thank you.”
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“There are four elements to the zodiac. Air, water,
fire and earth. I haven’t used earth yet and we’re underground, seems logical,” Val said staring at her
palms.
The cries from behind the door began to grow.
“Please help us. The rocks are moving.”
“Do something.” Delta demanded.
“Okay.” Val picked up a large palm-size rock.
“Jason, all this training better work.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Get angry.”
“That shouldn’t be hard. I tell you what makes me
angry. That idiot who locked us in here, I mean, those
people could die. We could die! Then what would
happen to our families? Those people on the other
side probably have children.”
Val could hear Delta’s continued rant and she felt
the same way. The injustice of it all. Her stomach began to knot, as she drowned out Delta’s voice,
focusing only on the rock in her hand. Then something began to happen. It was tiny at first, almost
unnoticeable to the naked eye. Val spotted the rock
tremble. She stared harder. It was vibrating. The more
emotional she got the more it vibrated.
“Delta,” Val said. Not wanting to take her eyes
off the rock that had begun to levitate over her palm.
“Sweet baby Jesus!” Delta exclaimed as the rock
exploded.
Val’s mouth, open to scream, filled up with thick
powder that left her choking. Through the dust she
could hear Delta doing the same.
After clearing her throat several times, she spoke.
“You alright?” Her arm waved like a windscreen wiper clearing the mist. Then she saw Delta. Her face was
covered in a thick brown cloak of dust. Two blue eyes
peeping out.
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“I’ll send you a dry-cleaning bill.”
“That’s fine. Now tell me, how do I get through
all these rocks and a solid metal door?”
“You’re asking me? I’m here by mistake; I have
no idea,” Delta shook her head and a cascade of dust
fell from her helmet.
A muffled male voice called to them. “Please talk
to us.”
“Should we?” Val asked.
“Can you hear me?” the male voice called again.
Delta nodded.
“Yes. We’re here to help. You need to stand back
from the door.” She shrugged at Delta and received a
confident thumbs-up.
A chorus of cheers was the response. Cheers of
joy and relief. Which sent a wave of emotion through
her as the answer to their problem dropped into her
head. “Dynamite!” she exclaimed.
“Dynamite?”
“Yeah, the right amount of explosive in the correct place can knock down a tower building without
touching the one next to it. If I could focus my energy
into a single point, then maybe it would be powerful
enough to break the larger rocks?” She started to
think it through.
“I get what you’re saying.” Delta seemed pleased
with herself.
“I need to strike the rocks like I do Jason’s boxing
pad.”
“Spark it up, babe,” Delta said.
Val paused, her momentary elation gone. “Delta,
spark, that’s it, I know what that odd smell is, it’s
gas.” If she’d been scared before it just tripled.
“What! Damn it. No sparks – sparks are bad.”
“But where’s it coming from?” Val flashed her
head torch around and spotted a large, dark green tar-
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paulin in the far corner. She approached it with caution. There was a note hung from a rope tied around
it. Written in red ink was the word BOOM. Val quickly pulled at the thick rope and lifted the corner.
Underneath, her torch lit orange metal. It was a cluster of gas bottles.
“Oh, my Lord,” Delta exclaimed.
Val began to grab the taps frantically trying to
close them, but it was too late. The bottles were already empty.
“If you create a spark, Val, we’re all dead.” Delta
slumped onto a rock.
“If one of these rocks strikes the metal door - I’ll
do just that.”
“How’s it going?” the man shouted.
Val felt a sharp tug inside her. The pressure of being the one person who could save them was too
much. Anxiety filled her up as her hands began to
shake. She needed to focus, because she was losing
control. Jason’s imaginary dial was spinning onto
overload. She gulped in deep breaths, then began to
cough. In an attempt to calm down she was making it
worse.
“Val, what’s wrong with you?” Delta voiced her
concern.
“I need to calm down, fast.” As Val became more
panicked, unable to contain her rage and fear she
knew she had to find an exit for all this energy. Without any more thought of gas or rock falls, she eyed the
biggest rock and directed a punch straight into the
centre. Her fist penetrated the stone, a shock wave
rippled through the air. Delta screamed, thrown
backwards off her platform, hitting the tunnel wall.
The rocks surrounding Val’s fist dissolved and a
larger cloud of brown dust filled the air. Intense pain
pulsed through her hand and up her wrist. “Damn,
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that hurt,” she cried out. Her knuckles were covered
in blood. Her fingers throbbed as she flexed them in
and out, sucking in air with each movement.
With her good hand Val helped Delta up. “I’m so
sorry. It had to come out somewhere.”
“I’ll forgive you when you get me out of here.
You okay?”
“Been better. You?”
“Chipper. By the way alien, that was freakishly
impressive.”
“Thanks.” Val felt inappropriately pleased by
Delta’s comment.
The dust began to settle and she saw that the rock
she’d hit wasn’t the only thing that had disintegrated.
Just as she’d believed, the dynamite effect had destroyed a large number of the other rocks without
effecting the safety of the tunnels structure and the
door in front of her was almost clear.
“Everything alright?” the man from behind the
door shouted.
“We’re nearly there,” Val called back.
She felt down the cold, metal door to find the
handle. As her hand passed over it, she could feel the
mangled metal and how it had been bent out of shape.
“The door handle’s broken on my side,” Val
called.
“That’s not good.” he responded.
“Give me a minute.” She stood back staring at the
door trying to work out where to strike next when the
man interrupted.
“Good news,” he called. “They’re saying on the
other side that the rescue team’s here. We’ve told
them to come down your passage to help open the
door.”
“Great,” Val called back. However, she wasn’t
thinking that at all. “Delta, if the rescue teams arrived,
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we’ll have the same problem as I had on the beach
with the lifeguard. I don’t want to hurt anyone. My
stress levels are already too high. I need to get to
whoever it is I’m meant to save, and get us out of
here.”
“Then do it.” Delta shone her head torch on the
door. “Kick its ass. Just don’t blow us up.”
A new voice echoed down the tunnel. “Anyone
there?”
“Don’t say a word,” Val instructed. A deep ache
in her chest, similar to the one she’d felt before she
made the old lady fly and the lifeguard lift off, was
rising inside her. Her arms started to tingle uncontrollably. It was building like a tornado. Stoked by fear
and fed by anger.
The energy rushed up and down her arms as she
moved in front of the door. It was like being a conduit
to something greater than herself. “Stand back!”
Delta scurried away.
“What did you say?” the man on the other side of
the door called back, but it was too late. Val could no
longer contain the power that had grown inside her.
She felt a burst of energy surge down her arms. Trying to hold on to it for one more second, she placed
her palms on the door. A massive pulse of compressed air shot past her hands and the door shook.
Val was blown off her feet, landing hard on top of her
friend.
“I will get my revenge.” Delta wheezed.
Val quickly rolled off and they both stood.
As they reached the door Val could see that nothing had changed. She rested her forehead on it in
defeat. “What now?” she complained as the door
creaked. Leaning back, Val placed both palms on it
and with one push the whole thing started to fall in
the direction of the people trapped on the other side.
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“Move!” she shouted as a final cloud of dust
filled the tunnel.
As it began to settle Val found herself face-toface with a group of shocked, dirty-faced strangers.
“Hello,” she greeted them, only to be cut short by a
well-built man in a yellow plastic suit coming up behind her. He was wearing a bright red hat with a torch
far larger than Val’s. With a louder than average
voice, he made his presence known to all. Two smaller men followed in his wake.
“Attention please. I’m the rescue warden. My
name’s Tom. Has anyone been injured?” he boomed.
“We’re all okay,” came the response from the
people Val had freed.
Delta raised her hand. “I’ll speak for myself.”
“Can anyone else smell gas?” one women asked
making her way past the girls.
Val had been so wrapped up in the moment she’d
forgotten all about that.
Tom the warden barked his orders. “Indeed.
Move quickly up the stairs. Do not turn on any new
lights or electrical equipment and follow me to the
exit.”
“What now?” Delta whispered to Val.
“We find the person I’m supposed to save and
touch them.” She grabbed Delta’s hand firmly. “Stick
with me, Yankee.” As the group passed Val, she patted them on the back one by one. Nothing happened,
till there was only one man left.
He paused as he stepped over the fallen door.
“Are you the young woman I was talking to?” he
asked.
“Yes.” Val smiled, knowing he was the one. Their
ticket home.
“I’m Max. Thanks for helping us.”
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“You’re welcome. Come on, let’s go.” Val offered her hand to help him over the door.
“This gas leak is unusual. In all the years I’ve
been coming here, I don’t remember anyone talking
about the possibility of gas in this shaft,” he said,
reaching out for Val’s hand.
That was it! They wanted her to shake hands with
Max. They, whoever they were, wanted her to cause
the blue spark that happened when she teleported so
that she would kill everyone in the tunnel. She backed
away from him towards the wall.
“You alright,” he asked.
“I hurt my hand.” She flashed her bruised and cut
knuckles at him.
“That looks bad. We’d better get it looked at.
Let’s get out of here.” He opened his arm towards the
steps to do the gentlemanly thing. Delta moved in
front of him closely followed by Val. She crossed her
fingers that she was the one who had to do the touching to teleport, not him.
At the top of the tunnel, the door was wide open
and Val heard Delta sigh with relief as they headed up
the next flight of steps.
After ten minutes’ climb Tom called back to
them. “Keep moving, it’s not far.”
“How many times is he going to lie to us?” Delta
grumbled to Val.
“You’re doing great.” Although Val actually
agreed, her legs ached; they’d walked up hundreds of
steps.
When they finally reached the exit, coming out
into the moonlight was a wonderful feeling and, for a
moment, Val stood breathing in the fresh air. Delta
joined her and Val beheld the dirtiest version of her
friend she’d ever seen.
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“Alien, say a word and you die!” Delta’s blue
eyes began to pool.
Val placed an arm around her shoulder. “You did
great.”
“Of course I did.” She patted herself down. “You
weren’t so bad yourself.”
“How could I fail with you as my partner? Now,
let’s go find Max. He’s our ticket home.” As she
searched the crowd, she was annoyed to see him being escorted to an ambulance by a police officer.
“Does nothing run smoothly in my world?” She complained.
They gradually moved closer and could hear the
officer questioning Max.
“We’ll have to wait until he’s free. We don’t want
to be questioned or seen disappearing by more people
than him if that’s at all possible,” Val said.
After fifteen mind-numbing minutes sat on the
grass, Delta was becoming impatient. “What’s the
officer doing? Doesn’t he want to speak to anyone
else?”
Just then he turned, and Val saw his face.
“Damn it. Recognise him?” she seethed.
Delta’s eyes narrowed in anger. “He was the guy
who locked us in the tunnel.”
“Yep. Do you trust me?” Val asked.
“Do I have a choice?”
“Not really. Just hold my arm and don’t let go.”
Val prayed this would work.
She joined Max and the police officer with a confident stride, Delta gripped on tight.
“Evening.” Val greeted Max with a warm smile.
“Well hello again. This young lady deserves a
medal for bravery,” Max enthused. “I’ve been an officer in the Navy for a very long time and I’ve rarely
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met such determination and courage.” He reciprocated
the smile.
Val pivoted towards the officer who was visibly
nervous and started to shake his hand vigorously.
“And I’m so pleased you’re here to help keep us
safe,” she said. Keeping a firm hold of his hand, she
swung back towards Max. “It has been an honour to
meet you,” she said grabbing his hand. As the blue
spark passed between them all, and Val, Delta and the
police officer disappeared.
*
Jason was resting on his motorbike in the empty car
park, finishing his fifth packet of crisps, when the
light appeared above him. He recognised the sign that
Val was on her way and stepped aside as a body fell
through the gap. He stared at the unexpected arrival,
mouth open.
The police officer had landed hard, but jumped
straight up and faced him.
“You alright, Officer?” He asked as the man
pushed him into his motorbike and sprinted away.
“Oy,” Jason complained.
He’d begun to rise up again when Val dropped
through the gap and landed on him. Scrambling to her
feet, she put her fists up, ready for a fight, and turned
in circles.
“Val, what’s going on? Who was that police
officer? And where’s Delta?”
“On her way, I hope. Where did he go?”
“He ran away.” He began pulling up his bike.
“Which way?” Val demanded.
“That way.” Jason pointed in the direction of the
main road.
“I have to get him. He’s one of them.” Val started
to run.
“Wait… what… who!”
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Jason heard another crackle and stepped back as
Delta landed on his pile of empty crisp packets. Her
blue eyes glared up at him.
“Christ, Delta you look terrible.” He offered her a
hand up.
“Not another word. Where’s Val?”
“Following that guy. I’ll go get her.”
“I’m right behind you.”
Jason grabbed his helmet off the ground, started
his bike and sped off after Val.
*
Val ran as fast as she could, her heart pounding in her
chest. Rounding the corner, she caught sight of him.
He was already slowing down. He might be evil, but
he was clearly not as fit, or as angry as she was.
Crossing the street onto the main road, all she focused
on was the man. She’d never felt such a sense of determination before. It was like a fire in the pit of her
stomach, and she wasn’t going to back down until she
had some answers. Then, just as she was gaining on
him, he ran up the steps and into the local police station.
Val stopped dead in the middle of the road, knowing she couldn’t follow, and yelled in frustration.
“You coward! Come out and face me.”
She was so fixated that she was oblivious to the
fact that Jason had pulled up behind her on his bike.
He grabbed her jacket sleeve. “Get on, before
they arrest you for assaulting a police officer in the
middle of the night while dressed as a miner.”
“No! He needs to tell me why he did this.”
Jason gripped her tighter, but she resisted, reluctant to go with him. “Val, not here, not now, please. If
they come out, we’ll both be in serious trouble.” He
pulled her around and she saw the concern on his
face. “Please.”
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“I brought him back,” she said.
“I can see that. But it doesn’t change the facts,
he’s going to win.”
Val hated to admit it, but Jason was right; this
wasn’t going to end well. At least she had the satisfaction of knowing that her enemy wasn’t going to
have such a comfortable evening.
“I can teleport people,” she said climbing onto the
back of the bike.
“Clearly.” Jason patted her leg.
Delta pulled up next to them. “My house. Now.”
“I’ll follow you.” Jason signalled for Delta to lead
the way.
*
Pulling into the drive behind Delta, Val almost fell off
the bike. All the pressure, fear and pure adrenaline
had left her exhausted. She slowly climbed off and
walked towards the house. Taking no more than three
steps her knees buckled and she dropped. Jason
caught her, lifting her off the ground like a feather
into his arms. She could hear him giving Delta instructions to take off Val’s helmet, before everything
went black.

Chapter 14
Hooklaws

V

al eyes squeezed tight against the blinding
white light. ‘If Delta thought waking her up
interrogation style was okay – she was
wrong.’ Peeking through one eye, she instantly
wished she hadn’t. Even laid on the floor, she recognised the sterile white walls. The restrictive black
outfit. This was where she’d met her blond assailant.
“Back again,” a voice called, as she sat up.
At the far end of the corridor stood Mr. FinallyWe-Meet. However, tonight he was the least of her
concerns. In front of him were two animals she’d
never seen before, the stuff of nightmares. These creatures vaguely resembled lions, but with deep green
fur. At the end of each leg one single hooked claw,
larger than her hand tapped impatiently on the glasslike floor. “Do you like my little pets?” he asked.
Val couldn’t speak; her throat tight with fear.
“They’re called Hooklaws if you were wondering,
and I’m sorry to say they’ve not been fed -for days.”
He patted one of the creature’s heads. Its muzzle lifted, and Val saw to her horror it had four black eyes,
each one blinking individually. From its top jaw protruded a large, curved tooth, which fitted perfectly
between two canine teeth coming up from its bottom
jaw, creating a vice like grip for its prey. Val suddenly appreciated how the zebras on National Geographic
felt. The ones that stood motionless, alerted to the
lionesses’ approach, prepared to run, although aware
of the odds against them.
She rose up.
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“I hear you like mining?” His mouth twitched
with pleasure. “Just not enough for it to create a
spark. That was disappointing. But maybe we can
have some explosive fun now?” He bent down level
with the creature’s head and gave his order. “Kill.”
The Hooklaws let out a howl of excitement. Their
sharp claws etched into the glass floor as they began
to run.
Val thrust her palms forward in the hope that the
fear she was feeling in every fibre of her being would
manifest a whirlwind of epic proportions, but nothing
happened. She had no powers.
Her only option was to run… fast.
As she sprinted down the corridor the sound of
their jaws snapping and angry growls echoed around
her. They were closing in. There was no escape. Val
only had seconds left, but surely this was a dream her dream.
“Wake up!” she screamed as a hand grabbed her
by the collar pulling her through an opening in the
wall, which slammed shut behind her. The resonation
of fury from the Hooklaws on the other side filled the
room as she swung round, ready to fight whatever had
caught her. To Val’s surprise she found herself facing
the dark-haired man who’d kissed her, now dressed in
the same ridiculous skin-tight black outfit as her.
She stumbled back aware of their proximity.
“Who are you? How are you here? Why are you here?
Why am I here?”
“There’s no time to explain. We need to move.”
A loud thud made Val jump as one of the Hooklaws
struck the door. “Follow me.” He strode across the
room.
“That guy, he wants me dead,” she babbled.
“Listen carefully. I can’t see you like this again.
He’s too strong. But trust me, he’ll keep coming. His
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name’s Excariot, and he’s been waiting for you for a
very long time.” His hand rested on the wall, a door
seemed to magically open and he stepped aside.
“Quickly, go.”
“How do you know this… Excariot?” She
paused; on the other side. “Why’s he been waiting for
me?” She glanced around to find herself in Delta’s
spare bedroom - alone, stood several feet from a large
chest of drawers.
“What the heck.” Had she sleepwalked? And if
so, why did her body still have a ball of fear, anger
and adrenaline swirling around inside it, even after
waking? Her hands throbbed with the tension. Shaking them out, a gust of air sent a cluster of abstract
ornaments on the side flying, smashing into the door.
“Damn it,” she hissed, picking up the pieces.
Headed for the door, on her way to find the others, Val mulled over what the dark-haired stranger
with no name had said. That he couldn’t see her again
because Excariot was too strong. She’d only met him
three times, in her sleep, and yet he’d left her feeling
like she’d been officially dumped at the alter – it was
ridiculous. This situation was getting out of hand.
From this moment forward she would ground her
emotions in reality.
Headed along the corridor, a sudden crescendo of
laughter burst, and she could hear her friend’s voices.
Her bare feet felt refreshingly cold on the smooth
marble floor as she padded along. Maria was busy
cleaning a large window and turned to wish Val,
“Buenos Dias.” They exchanged smiles. Val liked
Maria; she was the only constant Delta had. A person
who truly cared for her.
Another roar of laughter erupted as she entered
the kitchen. And Val was surprised to see not only
Delta and Jason, but Shane as well.
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The three chorused a good morning to her.
Val threw her arms around Delta’s neck. “I’m so
sorry I put you through that yesterday.”
“I forgive you,” Delta replied, and for a change
allowed her to hold on. “You must be famished.”
“I am.” Val freed her friend, grabbed a croissant
and gave a nod to Jason and Shane.
“Take a seat,” Shane pulled out a stool.
Val perched next to him. Her free hand reached
for bacon. “So, are you going to tell me, what’s so
funny?”
Jason grinned. “We were just telling dad how you
and Delta here looked like a ninja version of Bob the
Builder.” Delta punched Jason’s arm playfully. “And
on a more serious note, how if you’re physically in
contact with someone, they’re taken along for the
ride.”
“Without their permission,” Delta added, pouring
syrup on a pancake.
“Want to add anything?” Shane asked.
“Yes, yesterday pales in comparison to the dream
I just had.”
Shane placed his sandwich down. “Are you alright?”
“That’s subject to a lot these days.” She shrugged.
“The good news is the blond guy who’s trying to kill
me in my sleep has a name – Excariot.”
“Excariot. That’s unusual,” Shane said.
“Yeah, he’s an unusual type of guy with some
nasty pets.”
Val explained her dream as she ate. It seemed fear
didn’t kill her appetite, and as she finished off her
second bacon sandwich, Delta chirped up.
“So now what?”
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“The only thing we have to guide us is half a tattoo and a cryptic book. Any news from Sam?” Val
asked.
“Funny you should ask. I received a parcel from
him last night,” Shane said.
“Anything interesting?” Delta’s interest peeked.
“Don’t know. It’s for Val.”
“Me?” Val was surprised. She’d never met Sam,
yet he was sending her parcels.
“Yes. He’s very interested in your adventures,
and thinks he’s in a position to help you.”
“How?” she asked.
Delta tapped her nails on the counter. “Sam helps
people, Val. Stop questioning everything and find out
what he’s sent you. What did he send her?”
“I don’t know. It’s in a box, in the boot of my
car,” Shane replied.
“Outside?” Delta asked.
“Well, I didn’t walk here.”
“Bring it in.” Delta rose from her stool. “Do you
need any help with it? Maria’s free.”
Shane shook his head at her despairingly. “I think
I can manage.”
“If we’re going to open it now, can I get cleaned
up first?” Val asked. She looked down at the crusted
mud on her trousers and the matted hair resting in
clumps on her shoulder, and just wanted to feel clean.
“I may have some clothes that fit you, although I
can’t promise miracles.” Delta eyeballed her. “Go,
shower, but hurry. Gifts from a stranger deserve your
full attention.”
“I’ll come with you Dad. I need to get my kit out
the car.” Jason stood.
“Hurry.” Delta pushed Val off her stool.
“Fine. I’m going.” She grabbed another piece of
bacon before heading for the shower.
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*
Freshly dressed and feeling more relaxed, Val
joined Shane and the others in the kitchen. A large
brown box rested on the table. On top, a card addressed to Val read:
Dear Val,
I know it won’t make much sense to you right
now, but I’m giving you these tools to try and keep
you safe. I want to help you on your journey, although
nothing comes for free. Consider yourself a test subject for some new kit. You can give feedback to Shane,
and he’ll pass it onto me.
Stay safe.
Regards,
Sam
“Shane, what does he mean by nothing comes for
free? I have enough problems at the moment without
owing some guy I’ve never met.”
“He wants data. Your experiences will be a completely new environment for him to test his equipment
on. It’s not every day you get to meet an eighteenyear-old with a disappearing tattoo who can teleport.
You’re more important than you think. When I was in
the army, if we were lucky, Sam supplied us with
toys.”
“What type of toys? Weapons?” Val fidgeted.
“Sometimes. Other times, it was simply a surveillance device. Whatever he’s sent you Val, he’s on
your side. If you don’t want what’s in the box, I’m
sure he’ll be fine with that. Have a look and see what
you think. Consider it like this; by using the tech,
you’re helping him. He needs people to try out his
stuff. Trust me, next time you cross paths with one of
those idiots like the police officer, you’ll have the
advantage.”
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“Like James Bond?” Delta asked, eyes wide like a
cat.
Shane grinned. “Just like James Bond.”
Val sighed. “Don’t encourage her, she thinks he’s
real.”
“Open the box, alien, before I do.”
Val handed the card to Delta and slit the lid of the
box. Inside, she found several packages. The first
contained a small brown earplug with a label attached
that read, Covert Cellular Communications. With it
came a silver necklace in a Celtic design with a honey
yellow gem in the centre. Attached was a label that
said, Tracker.
“I hope these things come with instructions,” Val
commented.
“That one in your ear and the other round your
neck, not exactly rocket science,” replied Delta.
“Shut up, Sherlock,” Val grumbled.
“She’s right. Pop it in your ear,” Shane said.
Val tentatively placed the small brown pill into
her ear.
“Next!” Delta handed her a small brown cylinder.
Val opened the end cautiously and tipped the contents out.
“What is it?” Jason asked.
“It’s a small piece of metal.” Val held the shiny,
hand-length, silver cylinder out towards the others
and it sprung to life. Coloured lights flashed rhythmically under her fingers. With a whoosh, the end
extended to just over a metre in length and a silver
guard swivelled in a circular movement to enclose
Val’s hand.
“I didn’t see that coming,” she said, brandishing
the long whatever-it-was.
“That’s so cool,” Jason murmured. “It looks like
an EPÉE . You know… a type of sword for fencing.”
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Val realised she was pointing it at him and slowly
lowered her hand.
“Pass it here.” Jason reached out and Val gladly
handed it over, but when her fingers left the sword
and Jason took it, it retracted into its cylinder form
again.
He stood with the retracted cylinder in his hand
like a child with a broken toy. “That’s disappointing.”
“Val, take it again.” Shane suggested.
She took it back, but nothing happened.
“Hold it out, like you did before.”
As she held it towards the others, it extended,
reaching its full length in less than a second. In a
moment of bravado, Val pointed the end directly at
Jason.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Delta said, but it was too
late. A bolt of white light hit him in the chest and Jason dropped like a rag doll, convulsing on the floor.
“Oh my God, I killed him!” Val threw the sword
to the ground where it instantly retracted and dropped
at Jason’s side. Shane joined her. “Is he going to die?”
“It’s only temporary.” Delta waved a piece of paper at the others. “It says here it should last about five
to ten minutes depending on the size of the person.”
“Is Sam a nutter!” Val demanded of Shane who
was now putting pressure on Jason’s chest.
“No, he just wants to keep you safe,” he said,
leaning back, as Jason’s body began to relax. “I’ve
used something similar to this before. It sends a jolt of
electricity through his nervous system. He’ll be fine
in five minutes, like Delta said.”
“What feedback would Sam like for this? Should
I tick the ‘almost killed my friend’ box?”
Delta interrupted. “Geez, Val you’ve been attacked and victimised every time you’ve disappeared.

The Return to Alchany · 177

This thing will knock someone off their feet. I’d have
one in my handbag in the blink of an eye.”
Val could see the conviction in Delta’s eyes.
“For once, Delta seems to be getting it,” Shane
added.
“I’m from Texas. Our kids learn about gun safety
before they learn to ride a bike. Where I come from
someone flat on his or her ass, still breathing, is called
lucky.”
“Well, I’m sorry to say I’m not a trained soldier,
or weapons expert.” Val strode to the table to open
the last box, just to shut Delta up.
Inside it was a heavy-duty laptop and four mobile
phones. Val already had a phone, but it looked nothing like these. They were dark green and smaller than
she was used to. She picked one up and saw Jason’s
name was engraved on it. The next one was hers, and
she placed it on the table next to the laptop. She
passed Shane his and Delta hers.
“What in sweet baby Jesus’s name is this?” Delta
held the device up to Val’s face.
“It’s a phone,” Val said, trying to look past it and
start up the laptop.
“I’m not carrying this thing around with me! Forget it. It’s the colour of… dead grass. I have nothing
to match it in my wardrobe.” Delta placed it back in
the box. “Y’all be dressing me like G.I. Jane.”
Switching on the laptop it sprang into life, along
with the phones, all beeping at once. On Val’s phone,
a GPS signal flashed intermittently in the centre.
“What do you think that is?” Val showed Delta
the screen.
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “You know, James
Bond has much better looking gadgets than these. Is
Sam British?” She grabbed a chair and sat down, turning the phone around in disgust.

178 · G L TWYNHAM

“The beeping is you,” said Shane holding a page
of instructions in his hand. “The laptop is for us to
track you through the necklace.” He handed Val the
necklace from the table. “Put it on.”
She did as he instructed.
Jason was starting to come round, rubbing his
head with one hand and trying to push himself upright
with the other.
“You alright, son?”
“I’ve been better.”
“You’ll survive.” Shane threw a bottle of water in
Jason’s direction. Which he caught. “Reflexes are
fine. Keep drinking. Back to work. Ladies, the earpiece is connected to all the phones and the laptop.
That means you can talk to and hear us as long as you
have it in. The phones run on a direct satellite signal.
You should never be out of range. The epée, or
sword, is a taser. It’s designed to program itself to
your fingerprint and no one else.”
“There’s a book for each of us explaining how
our pieces of equipment work. If you want to know
where Val is, Delta, you’ll have to carry the phone,”
Shane said.
“I’ll be accessorising; do you hear?” she replied.
Jason arrived unsteadily at the table. “I’m really
sorry,” Val said.
“Accepted.” He took his new phone and sat
down, politely moving the laptop away from her.
“Hey, I was looking at that,” she protested.
“Val, you have super powers, let me be the computer expert.”
She was actually relieved not to have the responsibility of it all. She couldn’t even begin to imagine
what all this must all be worth.
*
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Within a half hour Jason was completely recovered and busy tapping away at the laptop. She could
tell by his playful banter with Delta that he was fine.
“Hey, Val, how bad do you feel about zapping
me?” he asked, looking up.
“Very.”
“Good, because now you have a sword we should
start your fencing practice. And you’re not going to
complain.” He rose, took Val’s hand as he walked
past and grabbed a very large bag.
“Is this harder than boxing?” she asked.
He nodded.
“Set up in the study.” Delta instructed. “We’ll follow.”
As they entered the room, Val could see Jason
taking it all in. “Study… I thought studies were
small.”
The space was more like a small ballroom. There
was a walled library at the far end. Books packed
from floor to ceiling. The other walls were walnut
panelled, with an imposing marble fireplace. Val
loved this room. It made you feel like curling up in
one of the high-back chairs with a roaring fire and
reading a book by some dead author like Charles
Dickens or William Shakespeare.
“Help me move the desk. I’m pretty sure it won’t
be insured against you.” Jason dropped his bag, and
they shoved the desk against the wall.
“Exercise done,” Val joked.
A playful grin crept across his face as he rummaged through his bag and chucked two white jackets
at her. “These are yours.”
“Why two?” she asked, as she slipped them on.
“More protection. And here are your cups.” He
held out two full moon plastic cups. “Slip these in the
front of your jacket to protect your chest.” Val could
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feel the heat rising in her cheeks as she slipped them
in.
“Can I ask why it has this dangly piece in between my legs?”
“You do that up on the back of your jacket so I
can’t slip my foil up the side by accident,” Jason responded, pulling two thin metal swords from his bag.
After they had suited up Jason positioned Val’s
legs. It was like boxing, but the opposite way round.
“The first thing you need to learn is that you must
always salute the person you’re about to enter into a
bout with.” Jason raised his foil to the right of his face
and lowered it with a swishing motion to the ground.
He looked amazing. “This is your foil.” He handed
Val a very bendy sword. It was over a metre in length
with a cup on the handle to protect her hand and holding it was harder than she had imagined.
“Salute,” Jason instructed, and Val lifted her foil
up and down as Jason had shown her. “Right, here’s
your mask. Put it on after you’ve saluted, and never
before.”
Once they’d both donned their masks, she quickly
took the position he’d shown her, and concentrated on
her lesson.
“First position is en-garde. Bend your knee over
your toes.” She watched Jason and followed his lead.
“This okay?” She bobbed up and down.
“Good. Second is advance and retreat. For advance, use your front foot first and for retreat, your
back.” His hands rested on her waist. Val gasped.
Shivers ran up and down her spine. “You alright?”
Jason asked.
“Uh huh.” She nodded. Pleased she was wearing
a mask.
He moved her forwards and backward. “Third is
lunge. This is the move that’ll count when someone’s
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trying to attack you, Val.” His hand slid down hers.
Their bodies spooned as he grasped her waist with his
other hand. The heat in the suit was bad enough, but
her body was beginning to warm up so much she
thought she might suffer internal combustion. “Does
that feel comfortable?”
“Yup.” She nodded mechanically. Dream boy
definitely couldn’t do this.
“Great.” He circled her, positioning himself in
front. “En-garde.” He instructed. “Now let’s fight.”
*
After an hour, a large amount of sweating and several
falls, Val felt she’d had enough. Plus, it was Sunday,
her only day off.
“That’s it, I’m done.” She pulled off her mask.
Jason tapped it with his foil and pointed to her head.
“But I’m exhausted. It’s much harder than it looks.”
“You finish when I say you can,” He said seriously. “Now, en garde.” Val prepared herself. “Advance,
extend arm, now lunge.”
“Please let me stop.”
“Did the man in your dreams complain he was
tired when he was attacking you with that icicle dagger? Did you get the impression he was going to give
up?”
Jason’s voice was demanding, and she didn’t like
it.
“No.”
“Then do it again!” He lunged at her. His foil hit
her chest. “Protect yourself.” He continued to advance.
Val’s emotions were beginning to build. Why was
he being such an idiot about this?
“Again.”
“Jason.”
He struck her a second time in the chest.

182 · G L TWYNHAM

“That’s enough!” She yelled. Her epée shot forward. The tip hit him directly in the chest as a gust of
air struck, sending him spinning over the desk. Val
stood firm. Grounded to the spot.
“Salute,” Jason croaked as he pulled himself up.
Val lowered her arm and raised her mask. “I’m
sorry. You made me so mad.”
“Stop apologising for being awesome. Add a bolt
of electricity to that move from your new weapon,
and the sky’s the limit,” he said as he shook Val’s
hand.
During the lesson Shane and Delta had perched
themselves next to the fireplace.
Delta beckoned her over. “Now you two have finished playing, Shane’s found this really interesting
news on the Internet about a disappearing girl.
There’s been a sighting of you vanishing at Key West
and another near a mine in Devon. Some naval officer
called Max Phillips says you, a police officer, and an
extremely attractive blonde disappeared before his
very eyes.” Delta flicked her hair at Val.
Val raised an eyebrow. “Extremely attractive
blonde? Is that what the report really says?”
“With great fashion sense as well, but I didn’t
want to brag.”
Val sighed. “The way things are going you’re going to be able to eBay my services.”
“Do you think people would pay?” Delta asked in
a more serious tone.
“No.” Val grabbed a bottle of water from her
friend’s hand and sat down. Jason perched next to her.
He handed her a towel and clanked his water bottle with hers. “Good job.”
“Keep this with you.” Shane handed her the metal
cylinder.
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“All the time?” she asked. Shane nodded. As she
turned it in her hand, her arm flinched.
“Look at what it says here.” Delta pointed at the
screen. “They’re bringing in some psychic medium to
make a connection with you. They think you’re a
ghost.”
“Really – a ghost!” Val said.
“I’m guessing while you’re alive there’s little
chance of a medium finding you,” Shane said.
The sword still in her hand, Val’s arm twinged
again. Maybe it was letting off small shocks. She
stood up and pushed it into her back pocket. “Back in
a minute.”
“Something wrong?” Delta asked.
“Little girls’ room.” She trotted off towards the
bathroom.
Headed down the hall, Val noticed that one of the
abstract paintings seemed to shift, then stop. She
paused. On closer inspection, there was an image on
the glass. It was swirling, like water going down a
plughole. Then she heard the faint voice of a woman.
Val stepped away. She would call for the others, she
thought, as the front door opened. Was it Maria? It
could be one of the other members of staff. If she was
forced to wait for whoever was coming in, to move
on, the image might be gone? Then she wouldn’t be
able to save the person who needed her. There was no
time. She had to go.
*
“Did you hear that?” Jason asked, looking up
from the laptop.
“What?” Shane asked.
Delta pointed in the direction of the hall. “She
was heading for the toilet and bent to look at a painting, then the light took her. Why would she leave
without saying anything?”
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“Hola.” Maria waved through the doorway as she
passed.
“There’s you answer.” Shane beckoned Delta towards the laptop. “Come on it’s time to see if this all
works. Son, find her.”
Jason started tapping in the codes that Sam had
sent with the instructions, and then leant back in his
chair.
“Well?” Delta asked impatiently.
“It’ll take a few seconds to pick up her signal, but
when it does we’ll know her exact coordinates,” Jason
said, confidently. They all huddled around the screen
like children staring into a toy shop window on
Christmas Eve.
A few seconds later the laptop beeped.
“There she is!”

Chapter 15
Up, Up And Away

J

ason, Delta and Shane were gathered around the
laptop watching the tiny, red dot flashing Val’s
location when a familiar voice came out the
speakers.
“I’ve lied a lot recently, God. I know I need to
pay more attention to my parents but please, if you
care about me at all, make this the toilet on a train not
a plane.”
“Can you hear me?” Jason asked adjusting the
volume.
“Yes, I can. Is that you, God?”
“No. It is I, Jason, son of Shane.”
“Jason!” Shane reprimanded his son.
“Idiot.” Val’s reply resonated through the laptop,
although they could all hear the relief in her tone.
“Where I am?”
“You’re on a plane,” Jason said.
There was silence.
“She’s freaking terrified of flying,” Delta said
pulling up a chair.
“Take a moment. We’re here,” Shane reassured
her.
The silence continued.
“Can you hear us?”
“How can I be on a plane? It must be moving at
hundreds of miles per hour. I don’t know much about
science, but they struggled to do this in Star Trek, and
that’s fiction.”
Shane leaned towards the screen. “Val, everything
you’re doing is impossible. Think of it like this. An
explorer is a person who believes in the things others
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can’t even begin to imagine. Investigating the unknown. That’s why they get to see, and do, and
experience things first.”
“I’m the explorer?”
“Exactly, now breathe.”
They could hear Val taking several deep breaths.
“Where exactly is this plane?” she asked.
“From what the GPS’s telling me, you’re flying
over the North Sea, about fifteen minutes away from
Norfolk,” Jason responded.
“Oh my God. My mum’s going to kill me.”
“Val, focus, keep talking to me. What do you
normally do now?” Shane asked as he scribbled on a
sheet of paper and showed the others – She has to
keep moving. Fear is concurred by confrontation.
“I suppose I go and look for whoever needs me,”
Val replied.
“Do you think you could do that for me now?”
There was a pause, then Val spoke.
“No. No. I want to come home.”
“On a scale of one to ten, tell me how much you
believe that coming back now is going to be possible,
without saving someone?” Shane asked.
“Zero,” Val hissed.
“Okay - then we focus on the mission. I won’t
leave you, but you need to get up.”
There was a tremble in her voice. “My legs are
shaking.”
“You’re standing. That’s good.” Shane gave Delta and Jason a thumbs-up.
“I think I can hear an air hostess talking outside.
Argh, I look like death warmed up.”
“Let’s get going.” Shane instructed.
“You should lock the door young lady!” They
heard a man reprimand Val as she exited.
“Sorry…”
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“Tourists,” Delta grumbled.
“Guys, you do know that birds and insects are the
only ones supposed to fly.”
“Then imagine you’re a ladybird,” Delta chipped
in grinning at Shane.
They heard Val groan.
“What’s up, kid?” Shane asked.
“The plane’s massive.”
“How many seats in an aisle?” Jason asked tapping onto the keyboard.
“Four in each row in this section, but I would call
them more mini cubicles. I can see through into the
next section and they’re sitting three, four, three.”
“Val, tell me what are you thinking?” Shane
asked.
“There are hundreds of people on this plane. How
will I know who to help?”
“Maybe you could stand by the door at the end of
the flight, like the captain, and shake everyone’s
hand.” Delta suggested.
“I’m going to ignore that and head to the next
section.”
“Dad, she’s on a 747.” Jason pointed to a detailed
seating plan he’d pulled up on the screen.
“Oh Jesus!” Val exclaimed.
“What’s wrong?” Shane asked.
Val’s voice became a nervous whispered. “Delta,
your dad’s here.”
“Why’s your dad there?” Shane turned to Delta.
“He’s coming back from the States today. Val,
you’re on flight GS2343 from Kennedy Airport to
London Gatwick arriving at eight p.m. your time.”
“How on earth do you know that?” Jason stared at
her.
She straightened in her seat. “My dad always
makes me memorise his flights in case I get lost in the
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airport. Or I go to the wrong airport, which only happened once… or possibly twice.”
“Just pray he doesn’t see me. That would require
too much explaining.”
“Stay focused,” Shane interrupted.
“Right. I’m going to make a move.”
There was another moment of silence.
“What can you see now?” Jason asked.
“Richard Branson.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I have an in-flight magazine covering my face
and there is a picture of Richard Branson,” Val replied.
“Put it down.” Shane ordered. “Be my eyes –
what can you see?”
“I’m in economy. I still don’t see anyone, good or
bad, yet.”
Jason expanded the image of the plane’s interior.
“She’s here.”
“Val.” Shane shuffled closer to the mike.
“Yup.”
“Look for anyone who seems nervous, stressed,
or sweating. A plane is a really confined space. All
the people who’ve caused you problems in the past
have had a way out. This time they’ll know they
won’t be able to get away from you.”
“Will do. I’m checking for sweaty, distressed
people. Although, I tick all those boxes at the moment, and can we not say confined space again,
please?”
“He’s got a bomb,” a woman’s voice reverberated
through the laptop.
“What did she say?” Delta was on her feet. “Did
she say bomb?”
Shane grabbed her arm. “Calm down and be quiet.”
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For several moments all they could hear was chaos. The movement of bodies in clashing in a confined
space. People screaming.
“She said bomb? I’m sure that woman said
bomb,” Jason mumbled over and over.
“Son, if you don’t take a breather I’ll send you
and Blondie here out of the room.”
Then Val’s voice bellowed out of the speakers.
“Everyone’s left this compartment. There’s a bomb!
Now tell me I’m not going to die.”
“Val, confirm you can hear me?” Shane’s tone
was as steady as a rock.
“Yes,” Val replied abruptly. “I can’t breathe and
my knees are knocking, but I can hear you.”
“Then listen. I need you to look around and see if
there are any unattended bags. Anything unusual or
out of place.”
“Wait, next to where the blonde woman was sitting there’s a man.”
“Describe him to me.”
“He’s thirty-something, dark-hair and for some
reason he hasn’t run for his life, although he’s jumping around in his seat. And what’s more bizarre is that
he isn’t making a sound. If he’s a terrorist, he’s a very
quiet, well-dressed one.”
“Could he be the one you’re supposed to help?”
Shane asked.
“Possibly, I’m going to move closer,” she replied.
“Keep talking to me.”
“Wow, this is messed up.”
“How so?” Delta ask.
“The guy’s handcuffed to his seat. Hi, my name’s
Val.”
There was no response.
“Are you alright?” She asked. “Shane, he’s nodding. Can you speak?” More silence. “You can’t.”
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“Reassure him you’re not a threat. Maintain eye
contact.” Shane instructed.
“I’m a friend and I’m praying you don’t have a
bomb.” Val let out an audible sigh. “That’s good
news. Shane he’s nodding.”
“Ask him if the blonde woman had any hand luggage,” Shane asked.
“The woman who said you had the bomb, did she
have a bag? He’s pointing to the overhead compartment. I’ll take a look.”
“Be careful. Don’t touch anything that looks suspicious.”
“I’ve a large brown medical bag in my hand.”
Val said. “Is this your bag? Okay. This man’s name is
Paul Brown and he has something called Aphonia.
It’s on the label.”
“Where’s her bag?” Shane asked.
“Do you see the woman’s bag? That one, the red
one. He seems to be signing that the keys for the cuffs
are in there.”
“Val, forget the keys!” Shane ordered. “Is it big
enough to contain a device of any sort?”
“No. It’s a small hand purse. I can’t imagine it
could hold a bomb.” She let out an exasperated laugh.
“Do you realise what a ridiculous statement that is?
Like I would know what could hold a bomb.”
“Listen to me. You said that when you touch the
person who needs you, you teleport out.” Shane said.
“Yes. When I’ve saved them.”
“And you can take someone with you if you keep
a hold?”
“She sure can.” Delta interrupted
“Then take Paul’s hand and get out of there,”
Shane ordered.
“But what about the bomb?”
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“Val, the chances of you finding a bomb are minimal… that’s if there is one. If you teleport this guy,
Paul, then your attacker loses the bait and the prize,
all in one go, and they’re still on the plane. So we
have a much lower chance of them detonating anything. Stop talking and grab Paul by the hand and get
off that plane.”
“I can’t risk the other… what’s wrong Paul? Oh
hell!”
A new voice boomed out the speakers. “Ma’am,
I’m Sky Marshal Lewis. Please raise your hands
where I can see them and turn around slowly.”
“He’s a Texan.” Delta pointed at the laptop
screen. “And he has a gun.”
“You don’t understand,” They could hear the
tremor in Val’s voice.
“I won’t tell you again. I’m an armed sky marshal, and if you do not turn around and step away
from that man right now, I’ll have to assume you’re
his accomplice.”
“Tell him to stand down,” Shane instructed. “Tell
him you’re not the threat.”
“I’m not a threat. Stand down. Please, this man
can’t speak. See, there’s a label on his bag that explains everything. A woman, actually the one behind
you handcuffed him to his chair, and...”
A gunshot went off.
“No!” Delta’s scream mingled with the voices of
panic and horror coming from the plane, as their connection was lost.
Shane’s fist slammed on the desk. “Son, find her,
now!”
Jason began to tap frantically on the keyboard.
“Come on. Where is she?” Delta sobbed.
“She’s on the move.”
*
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Val landed in front of the painting in Delta’s hall
to an instant explosion of relief from her friends running towards her. As she stood, Delta began to inspect
her. “Are you okay? Have you been shot?”
She jerked away. “No, I didn’t get shot, but I
didn’t want to come back either.” Thrusting her fingers though her hair, Val crouched. “There was still a
bomb on that plane and it’s packed with innocent
people.”
“You don’t know that, not for sure.” Shane approached her. “What happened with Paul?”
“I deflected the bullet. Turns out that even if I’m
holding onto someone I’ve saved they don’t teleport
with me.”
“It was worth a try, and if you’re back here Val,
we have to assume stopping the bullet saved Paul.
Which means no bomb,” Shane said.
She looked up at him. “How do you know that for
sure?”
“We work with facts from past experience. You
save someone. Then you go home. It makes no sense
for that to change. If Paul was still in danger, you’d
still be on that plane.” Shane pulled her up and
wrapped his arm around her. “I know this may sound
callous and hard to understand, but these people have
one objective. Kill the target. Once you’ve saved the
innocent; they lose. Game over.”
Val stepped back. “I wish I felt as confident as
you.” The idea of that hideous woman still being on
the plane didn’t make her feel like she’d achieved her
objective at all.
“You did good.” Jason gave her a nod.
Delta grabbed her car keys from the hall table. “I
agree with Shane. You save Paul. Now, I need to get
out of here, get some fresh air. And before you know
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it my dad will be calling to say he’s arrived safe and
sound at Heathrow.”
“You said he was going to Gatwick,” Jason said.
“Minor details.” Delta grinned.
Jason shook his head, offering Val his jacket.
“Here you look cold.”
“Thanks.” She began to follow Delta.
“Kid, if you need a rest we can take you home?”
“No, what I need is to get away form this madness. Let’s go.”
*
Arriving at Arcsdale’s famous Snakes and Ladders
Burger Bar, Val still felt attached to the flight. Visions of the passengers pushed into her head. She’d
definitely seen children. The sooner they heard from
Delta’s father the better.
As they crossed the car park she was forced out of
her funk by Delta who linked arms with her as they
entered the bar. “Come on ‘Val the amazing.’ Let’s
get you some meat. Do y’all think they do buffalo?”
The smell of burgers and sixties music playing
made this place one of Val’s favourites, and their
Hawaiian burger was the best she’d ever eaten. Although right now her stomach was tied in knots that
even the best burger would struggle to untangle.
“This place reminds me of home,” Delta said,
looking pensive.
They were quickly seated in a booth by a waitress
who took an instant and open shine to Shane. Val sat
opposite Jason, who was trying his hardest to keep her
morale up with words of encouragement.
As their drinks arrived, Delta called for silence. “I
would like to make a toast to the bravest and most
courageous alien I know, and the person who saved
my dad,” she said, lifting her sparkling water. Shane
and Jason raised their glasses.
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“To Val,” they chorused.
“Shh,” the barman grumbled in annoyance adjusting the volume on a large flat screen TV over the bar.
“What’s going on?” Shane asked, as they all
turned to look at the screen.
“Plane crash. They reckon it’s a blood bath. I’d
bet money there’s no survivors.”

Chapter 16
The Aftermath

T

he TV showed the strewn remains of a burning
plane. What was left of the tail protruded from
the ground resembling a bleak gravestone.
Delta’s glass seemed to drop in slow motion, its contents spilling across the table as she rose and walked
to the bar in a dreamlike state. Val followed as the onsite BBC news reporter started to speak.
“Good evening, Anne. A Boeing 747 due to arrive at Gatwick Airport this evening has crash-landed.
It’s believed to have been carrying at least three hundred passengers. Gatwick hasn’t released a statement
yet, but we’ve been informed that the families of the
passengers and crew are being contacted as we speak.
We’re still unsure of the number of casualties, but
looking at the debris, which has fallen for over a mile,
the inevitable outcome is catastrophic.”
The reporter points, and the camera man pans
across to show the wreckage.
It flashes back to a news woman sitting behind a
desk. “Thank you, Gina. Can you tell us if…”
A trill ringtone broke the pub’s silence.
“Delta, it’s your phone.” Shane handed it over.
“Hi.” She held the phone tight to her ear, then
nodded as tears pooled in her eyes. “I’ll be there in
ten.” Val watched Delta turn mechanically, as if on
autopilot. “I have to go home,” she said as she picked
up her bag and headed towards the exit.
“Let me take you, you’re in no state to drive,”
Shane said.
Without turning she responded. “Thanks for the
offer, but I want to be alone.”
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Val could hear the hollowness in Delta’s response
and who could blame her.
“Are you sure?” he persisted. “It’s no trouble.”
“Yes.” Delta continued towards the exit.
“I’ll come with you.” Val snatched her things
from the table and followed.
“No. Stay here, Val. You’ve done enough.” She
continued to walk without a backward glance.
Val stood motionless. Delta’s words slapping her
in the face.
Shane took Jason, who was trying to follow, by
the arm. “Let them sort this out.”
*
Delta was in the car by the time Val had managed to
catch up. She attempted to open the passenger door,
but it was locked.
“Let me in. You shouldn’t be alone.” She
knocked on the window.
Delta, without a second glance, started the Mini
and drove away.
Val called for her to stop, but within seconds Delta was out the car park, the Mini’s rear lights
disappearing into the distance. Val stood alone. She
couldn’t go back into the bar. The pain of seeing
those images on the screen again would be too much.
This was all her fault. She should never have left the
plane or gotten Delta, Shane and Jason involved. Pulling her bag’s strap over her head, she began to run.
*
Stumbling along the roadside the faces of the passengers she’d seen flashed into Val’s mind and her chest
tightened. She felt sickened to her core. How could
she have come out to eat at a time when others were
crashing to the ground in an iron prison? God, she
hated herself. She’d saved Paul and for what? For
them to all die? How could that be mission complete?
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“The inevitable outcome was catastrophic,” that’s
what the reporter had said. She came to a halt, gasped
in the night air as a bellow of pure rage escaped her.
If she couldn’t stop these atrocities from happening, she’d quit. If she didn’t answer the call maybe
nothing would ever happen. What proof did she have
that the images she saw were even real until she actually touched them? None. Perhaps she was looking at
this the wrong way round - she was the problem not
the cure. Val was so mad with herself for letting the
others in on her secret. This wasn’t a game; people
were dying. ‘I’ll cut them loose, end it tonight,’ she
thought as she started to run again, heading for home.
Her time as a superhero was officially over.
*
As she reached her front door, her intentions were
focused. Stay calm, don’t let them see what a disastrous day you’ve had, keep them out of it. Then it
sprung open.
“Blimey Val, you scared me.” Her dad stood
there, bin bag in hand. His moustache curled up in a
grin.
At the sight of the man she loved most in the
world all ideas of staying calm faded, and the pain
was overwhelming. “Dad.” Val reached out, wrapping
her arms around his neck.
“What’s wrong?” He lowered the bag and held
her close as she began to sob. “Susan, come here,” he
shouted.
Her mum joined them, drying her hands on her
apron. “What’s going on?”
“The plane, it crashed. Delta’s dad was on it,” Val
blurted.
“Get her to the sofa, Mike.”
Her dad led her to the living room. Sitting, Val released his neck to push her face into a cushion.
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Susan perched on the arm and stroked Val’s hair.
“Tell me, what plane?”
“It’s on the news. He’s dead. They’re all dead.”
“Mike, put the TV on,” Susan said.
The TV sprang to life as Mike quickly switched
on to BBC News. Horrific images of burning metal
and fallen trees filled the fifty-two-inch screen.
“Dear God!” Susan exhaled.
Val wanted to tell her mum it was her fault. Men,
women, and children had died because of her. But
how do you put something like that into words?
“You say Jeffery was on that plane?” Mike
asked, and Val nodded. “So where’s Delta?”
“I don’t know. We were having a burger at the
Snakes and Ladders. Then someone called and she
left.”
“Have you phoned her?” he asked.
“No, I just ran home.” There was no chance in
hell Delta was going to pick up a call from her. She
hated Val, and who could blame her.
“You ran from the Snakes and Ladders? That’s
nearly two miles away; you should have called us. I’ll
give her mum a ring. Susan, is the phone book in the
kitchen?” he asked.
“Yes, they’re under Troughton. Patricia’s in the
U.S, use the international code.” She nodded, and
Mike headed off. “Where’s your mobile?”
“In my pocket.” Val reached down and realised
that she still had an assortment of gadgets about her
body. She reached in and pulled out what now seemed
like a very plain and unexceptional mobile from her
pocket, leaving her telescopic sword behind.
“Call Delta,” Susan said.
Val dialled. “It’s going to answer machine.”
“Okay. How are you doing, Mike?” Susan called.
“Engaged at the minute, but I’ll keep trying.”
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Susan bent and kissed Val’s forehead. “You look
exhausted.”
“I am.”
“Listen, there’s nothing you can do. We’ll keep
trying Delta. Why don’t you go up to bed?”
“No, I want to stay here with you and dad.” Val
couldn’t bear the idea of being alone with her
thoughts.
“Fine, I’ll go make us a cup of tea, will you be alright for a minute?”
“Yeah.” Val laid her head on the cushion and listened to the news reporters. The experts giving their
analytical take on what had happened. The theories
flowed. Yet, none touched on a weird teleporting girl
with superpowers, and after five minutes of repetitive,
speculative chatter, she was unable to fight the exhaustion from the worst day of her life, and drifted off
to sleep.
*
Val was stood on the woodland path outside the village, when a sudden rustle in the bushes up ahead
caught her attention. She could sense a presence
watching her, and she would bet anything it was
Excariot.
“Come out, coward!” she shouted. She was longer
afraid – she had nothing to lose. Her best friend had
walked away from her, and hundreds of people had
died tonight because of her inability to save them.
“Did you enjoy the in-flight entertainment?”
Excariot voice echoed a response.
“If you mean a plane full of innocent people dying then no!” she screamed towards the trees. “Let’s
get this over with. You win, I lose. What now? More
creatures, more ice daggers?”
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A shadow moved across her path. “What do you
mean… died?” his voice had changed. It was full of
tension.
“All dead, I believe that’s plain English,” she
barked into the darkness and waited for a response.
Suddenly out of the corner of her eye she caught a
glimmer of a blur. There was no time to react as a fist
smashed into her cheek. She felt her lip tear, as blood
spurted from her mouth and she dropped onto her
knees.
Val drew her hand across her lip, wiping away the
blood and pulled herself back onto her feet as another
blow caught her from the other side. This time she
could feel his knuckles connect with her cheekbone as
she dropped again. His feet were planted firmly in
front of her.
He grabbed her hair, yanking her up to his height.
“You’ve ruined everything. Now you’re all going to
pay,” he roared into her face.
She twisted and writhed. Pushing against his
chest in a desperate attempt to break free.
“Your parents, the American girl, the Soldier,
and his son, I’ll take pleasure killing each and every
one in front of you. If I suffer, you suffer.” As Excariot’s fist came towards her face for a third time, it
struck her hard. This blow held much more force than
before and she toppled backwards, her body flooded
with pain.
*
Hitting the floor with a thud, Val woke to her mum’s
screams. Opening her eyes, she understood why.
She’d been thrown from the sofa, across the room,
onto the glass coffee table, and smashed clean
through it. A growing pool of blood and broken glass
surrounded her. Then, she felt herself being lifted into
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the air. The arms that held her were strong and steady;
she knew they were her dad’s.
“Mike, put her down gently,” Susan flapped.
He lowered her slowly onto the sofa, and Val
started to feel the full extent of the blows she’d received. Her face throbbed as Susan tried to stop the
bleeding.
Pressing a chequered tea towel firmly onto Val’s
cheek, her mum wittered. “I don’t understand what
happened. I left you sleeping… I come back, and
you’re smashing through the coffee table.” Susan’s
hand was shaking, and Val could tell from her mum’s
expression that her face must be a mess. “What happened?”
“I don’t know.” She winced, her words seeped
through broken lips.
Susan cradled Val’s chin gently in her hands,
checking both sides. “I swear, if you hadn’t been
asleep here a minute ago, I’d say you’d been in a
fight, and you didn’t win. Your whole body’s trembling.”
As she spoke the phone began to ring. “It’s Patricia.” Mike handed it to Susan.
“Hello, give me a second. Mike come and put
pressure on her cheeks. I’ll go get the first aid kit.”
She left Mike tending to Val’s face.
“Want a whiskey?” he asked. “Might numb the
pain.”
“Dad, alcohol really? That’s why Mum’s in
charge.”
Susan returned still on the phone with an icepack
and first aid kit in her hand. “I’m sending you all our
love. Are you sure Delta’s okay?” She sat again next
to Val. “If you need anything when you get here,
please call me. Bye.”
“Well?” Val asked.
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“He’s alive,” Susan said. She placed the icepack
on Val’s swelling cheekbones.
“Really, you promise?” The tears that came were
full of relief. “Swear to me.”
“I swear. Patricia said a man called Paul pulled
Jeffrey out of the plane. Said it was a miracle. He’s
not out the woods yet, but he’s alive. She’s getting the
next flight over and Delta’s safe at home. All we can
do now is be thankful for small mercies and pray for
everyone else on that plane.”
Val’s head was spinning. Paul, her Paul, had
saved Delta’s dad. That’s what it had been about.
“What about the other passengers?”
“They would only tell her about Jeffrey. I can’t
imagine many surviving that crash.”
The ache in her chest instantly resurfaced, the reality was she hadn’t saved them all. People wouldn’t
be going home tonight. Mothers, fathers, brothers,
sisters, and worst of all, children. She curled up into a
ball, pulling the blanket around her. She had to shut
the world out.
“Mike, get the car started. My plasters aren’t going to be enough. We need to take her to A and E.”
“No.” The last thing she wanted was to be asked
loads of questions. What if they wanted x-rays and
she had to get undressed? What if they saw the tattoo?
What of she disappeared?
“I know you don’t like hospitals, but you have
some nasty cuts. They may need stitches,” Susan said,
and Val knew she was going to have to work hard to
convince her otherwise.
“Call Uncle Julian; he can sort me out,” Val
pleaded. “He’s a doctor. He can do stitches. Please,
Mum.”
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“Fine, stop talking. I'll give him a call.” She started to dial. “But if he isn’t there, you are going to the
hospital.”
“Just call.” Val crossed her blooded fingers.
*
To Val’s relief her uncle came straight round. She
played down the pain as he inspected her face.
“You’re a mess. This has to be the worst case of
sleepwalking I’ve ever seen, young lady.” He applied
several butterfly stitches to Val’s cheek.
“What now?” Susan asked.
“She’ll be fine, but be prepared for her to look a
hell of a lot worse in the morning.” He handed Susan
some painkillers. “Give her two every four hours.
She’ll be sore for a few days. Is Mike in the kitchen?”
“Yes, and thank you.”
Julian gave Susan a hug. “Anything for my favourite niece.”
“Right, Val, let’s get you to bed.” Susan offered
her hand.
“Can I please stay down here a little while longer? I don’t want to be alone.”
“Alright.” Susan placed two tablets in Val’s hand
and gave her a glass of water. “Take these, and please,
have sweet dreams.”

Chapter 17
Pick On Someone Your Own Size

T

he pains in Val’s face woke her. Her head
throbbed and as she groaned her lip cracked
reopening the wound. Slowly, she pushed herself up, snatching short breaths. It felt like some invisible force was trying to crush her skull. Her back
ached from sleeping on the sofa. Her body felt weak,
and she had to rest before she could get her feet out
onto the floor. To top it off her mum was humming
some unrecognisable tune in the kitchen, which Val
would have happily paid for her to stop.
“Mum,” a husky voice called out.
Susan rushed into the lounge. “Hey, morning.”
“What time is it?”
“You look much better than I thought you would.
It must be because you’re young. Your dad wanted to
carry you upstairs, but I told him to leave you sleeping,” she twittered on. “Are you hungry? I’m sure
with a little make-up you could look almost normal.”
Val could tell by her mum’s expression she was
sugar-coating the reality. “Thanks, I think. Now,
what’s the time, please? I need to get to work.”
“You’re not going to work. I’ve already called
Mr. Gallymore. He said to take as long as you needed.” Susan smiled.
“How did you call him? He’s away.” Val began
to rise, shakily.
“Not anymore.” Susan linked arms with her and
led Val towards the kitchen.
“He was at the bookshop?” Val could feel her
stress levels rising, he was supposed to still be buying
special, old stuff. She would get the sack for this.
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“Yes, he said he was there for a few days and that
he’d call to see how you were doing. He seemed so
sweet.”
“He’s about as sweet as a mouth full of lemons,
Mum.”
“I think that’s a little harsh.” Susan pulled a chair
out and placed a slice of toast in front of her. “Have
something to eat. I’ll run you a bath.”
A wave of nausea washed over Val.
“I think I’ll skip the food for now, thanks. Maybe
some juice…”
Susan pulled the plate away. “Fine, but take your
tablets.”
Val swallowed what felt like two bullets with
long gulps of cold orange juice. “Is there any more
news on the crash?” She wasn’t sure she could cope
with it yet, but it would catch up with her sooner or
later.
“Yes. It’s been on TV all morning. Seems it was
caused by an external influence. Couldn’t be helped.
But a passenger they interviewed said there was a
bomb scare. Yet the plane definitely didn’t blow up.
Strange don’t you think?”
“Very.” Val was sure her mum was going to tell
her that there was a disappearing girl on the flight.
“And, get this, it turns out when the passengers
panicked it saved hundreds of lives because they
moved out of the danger zone or something like that.
The expert described it better. Let’s just say God was
on their side.”
“Tell me did anyone die?” Val crossed everything
in that moment.
“Oh no honey. There were twenty-two fatalities.”
Val couldn’t stop herself welling up. Anger building in her gut.
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“Hey.” Susan wrapped her arms around her.
“Two hundred and seventy-five people survived, and
Delta’s dad was one of them.”
“And twenty-two people are dead today.”
The front doorbell rang. The ding-dong ripped
through her head.
“I’ll be back in a second. Stay there.”
Val could hear her mum open the door, and a chorus of women’s voices headed towards the lounge. It
was her mum’s gossip group. Val grabbed the glass of
juice and shuffled towards the stairs praying no one
would stop her.
“Val!” Susan called out through the house.
“I’m going for a shower.”
“If you need me, I’m here.”
“Okay, Mum.”
She picked up some fresh towels and clothes and
slipped into the bathroom.
The full horror that was her face stared cruelly
back at her from the mirror. Her cheeks were black
and swollen with bruises. There was dried blood
crusted on her bottom lip. Val wanted to just stop the
world from turning, then sit and cry until she disappeared. She’d never felt so low. She’d lost her best
friend. Jeffery was in hospital. If there was no bomb
on the plane as Shane had suspected, and she’d stayed
on board, could everyone have survived? She’d never
know.
*
During her shower, Val formulated a plan of action.
She would drop off Sam’s stuff at Shane’s and cut all
ties with the others. Her one and only mission was to
be a bookseller – if she still had a job.
At the bottom of the stairs, Val could hear the
women in the front room making appropriate noises
of shock and support as Susan told them all about the
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previous night’s goings-on. She loved her mum, but
she never understood why women spent hours over
coffee talking about things that weren’t going to
change. She scribbled an explanation about her leaving onto the notepad next to the phone. Then
attempted to dash to the front door. Pausing on the
front step to make sure no one had heard her, then
slipped out.
As she waited at the bus stop, a young woman
holding a baby stared. Val had forgotten how bad she
looked. She pulled up her collar and kept to the shadows until the bus arrived. Once everyone else had
boarded, she darted for the door.
“Hell!” the bus driver blurted as Val boarded.
“No, just a return to Arcsdale, please.” Her voice
was quiet yet stern enough to tell the driver she
wasn’t in the mood for staring.
Val felt strangers’ eyes burning into her. Making
up their stories about what had happened to her face.
She felt an odd sense of satisfaction because she knew
no one would ever guess the truth. These people
would never experience what she was living through,
so who cared what they thought.
The bus came to a halt and she stepped off, glancing across at Shane’s. She couldn’t face him yet,
maybe after work. Plus, she’d missed half the morning. Val didn’t want to prolong the pain of getting to
work late any longer.
Outside the bookshop, she was greeted by a group
of customers exiting, waving goodbye to Mr. Gallymore as if they actually liked him.
“Morning, I’m so sorry I’m late.” Val kept her
face down. She felt it would be safer not to make eye
contact.
“Miss Saunders, I take it you think my customers
want to be served by someone who looks like they’ve
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been ten rounds with Randy Turpin.” Mr. Gallymore
shuffled back over to the counter and put down a
book he was holding.
“I’m sorry, but I don’t know who Randy Turpin
is.” Val shrugged.
“A boxer, world class back in the fifties. You can
sell books, but you obviously aren’t taking advantage
of the facilities to broaden your knowledge.” He
frowned.
“I do look at some books,” Val replied.
“Let us make a decision before you talk more of
my precious existence away. Will you be staying to
work?”
“If you don’t think my appearance will scare off
the customers, I would like to.” Val tried to smile at
the end of her sentence, but it felt like she’d visited
the dentist and been injected on both sides of her
mouth. She wouldn’t be surprised if he pointed out
that she was dribbling.
“I employed you so I wouldn’t have to do this.
Make an educated guess.” Before Val could respond,
he had collected his tweed jacket and was heading for
the door. “Another crate has been delivered from
down south. It’s at the back of the shop. Please make
sure the books are put out on the shelves today. That’s
if you feel up to it,” he sniped and was gone.
“Mr. Butterworth sent his regards, grumpy old
goat,” Val grumbled under her breath as she dumped
her bag, poured a glass of water from the still mangled cooler and headed through the bookshop to
check on the delivery.
The bulky and aged-looking crate sat by the window only feet away from where Val had first
teleported. She remembered the woman’s cries. The
violent man who’d made her feel so powerless. Then
she thought about the passengers who’d lost their
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lives on that plane. What if the man who’d crossed
her at the toilet was one of them, or the air hostess
who’d said hello to her? A cry of pure anger escaped
her and was quickly stifled.
Taking several deep breaths, she started to open
the crate. As she jimmied off the lid she thought how
old and dirty it was, considering it had just been delivered. Placing the lid down, Val took several books
and stacked them onto the trolley, whilst noticing that
most were in foreign languages. Had Mr. Gallymore
had the wrong box delivered? How was she supposed
to sell books when she didn’t even know what the
cover said?
Val moved as swiftly as her aching body would
take her, up and down the aisles completely engrossed
in searching for the appropriate language section. Finally, she spotted a small brass plaque with the words
‘Foreign Languages’ embossed on it.
She’d started to shelve the books when she spotted an aged green book spine with the word ‘Theban’
embossed in worn gold lettering. But that wasn’t what
caused her to catch her breath in surprise. On the
spine below the title was the symbol from the centre
of her tattoo, the backwards y. Plucking it off the
shelf, her sense of excitement quickly disappeared.
Apart from the preface, which warned the whole book
was in this weird Theban language, there was nothing
else to guide her in its translation.
Flicking through the pages in annoyance, a small
folded piece of paper dropped to the floor. Val
groaned as she bent to pick it up. It wasn’t as old as
the book, but the edges of the paper were yellowing.
She opened it carefully. On it were the handwritten
words: Theban cipher. Underneath were images of the
English alphabet and below each letter, a symbol.
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“It is a cipher!” Val couldn’t believe it. Theban
was a straight-forward letter for letter translation of
the alphabet.
Scanning the sheet, she spotted the symbol from
her tattoo again, it represented the letter V. Val took
the Theban book to the counter and began to translate
its content:
The day I met her was the day I found true love.
She was my star, my moon, my soul.
Apart from being gushy, this was amazing. What
if her zodiac book was this simple to translate? Maybe, there might be a way to remove the tattoo. Val
would close at five, then stop by Shane’s shop, collect
her zodiac book and leave the gadgets. No one else
would be hurt, or even involved.
Pushing the sheet of cipher translation into her
pocket she moved with more confidence now, loading
the books with an urgency to get her job done. She
certainly didn’t want to upset Mr. Gallymore. She
needed her job.
*
Her last customer of the day long gone, Val slipped
on her jacket and was flipping the open sign to closed
when Wendy approached. She sighed. Wendy was the
last person she wanted to see.
“Hey, Val wait.”
“Hi.”
“Wow, your face – looks - painful.” Wendy gave
a sympathetic smile.
“It is.” Val left it at that, having grown tired of
repeating the sleepwalk lie.
Wendy shifted her stance awkwardly. “I’m sorry
to call so late, but I need a book. Can I come in?” She
smiled at Val who was poised sign in hand.
“Yeah sure.”
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“Thanks. I know what I want. I’ll just be a minute.”
Val nodded as she went behind the counter to collect her belongings. Bending to pick up her handbag
she felt a throb in her arm. She was being summoned.
A ripple of anxiety ran through her. Wendy was only
feet away. Then she remembered the morning news;
twenty-two passengers dead.
“No more,” she whispered to herself. Her tattoo
could ache and burn as much as it wanted, nothing
would make her change her mind. Nothing. She
wasn’t going anywhere.
“I have it.” Wendy appeared with a vibrant red
book.
Act normal. “Great.” Val took it and checked for
the price. To her dismay, there was a small gold star
inside the cover. This meant it was a book she had to
look up. The prices were in a special book that Mr.
Gallymore created for all his “worthy books,” which
wasn’t in alphabetical order.
“It’s got no price. Could you come back for it tomorrow?” Val smiled, gripping the book tightly as the
throbbing continued to shoot through her arm.
“No. It’s important that I have it tonight.” Wendy
protested.
Val could see the conviction in her eyes. “Fine.
Pop in tomorrow and pay for it.” As she spoke, she
heard the distant whimpers of a small child.
“Thanks. I promise I’ll be here at nine. Maybe we
can have that coffee then?” Wendy smiled, slowly
prying the book from a now very distracted Val.
“Yes, sure. Bye.”
“See you in the morning,” Wendy enthused,
waving as she left.
Val locked up and headed back into the shop
where the sound of the child’s whimpers had grown
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louder. A child – Excariot was using a child to get to
her. She marched round the entrance. It was a trick,
like her dreams. If she could ignore it long enough
she was sure it would go away. She would not be the
cause of any more deaths.
The next sound was as clear as a bell.
“Mummy.” The child cried.
Val poured a glass of water.
“Please mummy, find me.” The child’s voice
rasped in prayer.
“Damn it.” Val kicked the counter. “You can’t
make me do this.” She shouted into the silence. She’d
never waited this long before and the burning in her
arm was growing in intensity by the second.
Placing the drink down she pulled back her jacket
to reveal the symbol for Sagittarius burning bright. A
fire sign. “Damn, damn, damn!” she raged. Real or
not the cries of a child and the idea they might be in a
situation, like Sarah on the burning building, or
trapped in a car on fire, filled Val with dread.
She needed to at least see what was happening.
She began to wander around the bookshop in search
of the child’s reflection.
Spotting movement on a brass light switch next to
the broom closet, Val approached. In it she could
make out the silhouette of a child. Then the image
began to shift. When it settled it was clearer. She
could see a little girl, dishevelled and dirty, curled in a
ball in the corner of a darkened room.
The instant and intense anger she felt was overwhelming. Her fists struck the wall and it shook.
“What the hell!” The vibrations worked down into the floorboards causing her to stumble back and
grab at a bookcase.
Pulling herself up, having literally rocked the
room, Val could no longer pretend she was even close
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to being normal or free of this. She may hate what
was happening and want to deny it all, but right now a
little girl was calling for help and she couldn’t ignore
her any longer.
“Excariot, you’d better be ready,” she warned. If
he was going to force her hand, then she would make
sure he paid for the lives of each of the twenty-two
people that had died on that plane.
Val checked her back pocket. The sword was still
there. She glanced around, the bookshop was filled
with the late afternoon glow, the door locked. Then
she stepped forward and placed her hand on the light
switch.
*
On arrival Val was met by pitch black and a sickening
odour. It was as if she’d landed in the local restaurant’s dumpster. She’d left in day light and now it was
pitch black and she began to wonder if she was underground, again. Then, the muffled cries of a small
child reached her. It sounded as if it was coming
through a wall, although it was impossible to make
out her surroundings. Val dropped to her knees. Her
hands pressed down on rippled wooden floorboards,
damp and swollen. She crawled towards the voice.
Within a few seconds her fingertips struck something
solid in front of her, she hesitantly reached out. It was
a door. Her hands slowly crept up it. Val couldn’t remember ever having been in a room this dark.
Shuffling closer, she spotted a small crack in the
wood. Pushing her eye against it, she could make out
a gloomy, dirty-looking room on the other side. On
the far side in the corner was the silhouette of a little
girl. She was wearing dungarees and looked around
seven or eight years old. Val had to wondered why a
child so small had been taken? All the other people
she’d saved had been adults and worked in some way
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to help others. What could this little girl possibly do
apart from being milk monitor? Then, she was
plunged into darkness again. Val strained to see. As
her eyes grew accustomed to the dimmer light, it
dawned on her that her view was being blocked by a
pair of jeans on the other side of the door. She held
her breath, reached into her pocket for her sword and
slowly pulled it out.
The little girl began to scream, and Val felt a sick
churning at the pit of her stomach as the figure moved
forward in cumbersome strides. She couldn’t quite
believe what she was seeing. The man on the other
side was huge. He was larger than the thug she’d been
entangled with in the bookshop. He made Shane look
like one of Snow White’s dwarfs.
The girl began whimpering, cowering away,
clearly terrified. Val had seen enough. It was time to
take action. She stood up and felt her way up the door
to the handle. With her other hand, she flicked out her
sword, hoping it would be a silent affair. Luckily, the
slight hum that it gave off didn’t draw attention to
her, however, turning the door handle did. The thug
heard her and as quickly as a giant could, turned back
towards the door. Val pulled it open, and as he
stomped towards her, she stepped out, raising her
sword.
The thug stopped in his tracks, and for the first
time, Val could clearly see the little girl in the corner
of the room. Her mousy brown hair was still plaited,
although messy. She’d obviously been here a while.
The giant man started to snarl; his brown teeth
gnashed, and his lips curled.
“I think you need to pick on someone your own
size,” Val said, almost choking on the words.
“But I like picking on little girls. Like you, Val,”
he spat.
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Hearing her name yet again through the lips of a
stranger sent everything in her body into overdrive.
“Wrong answer.” She lunged up, the tip of her sword
making contact with his exposed neck. The thug was
caught by surprise as white sparks began to explode.
Val held the sword against him for several seconds,
and was starting to worry that he wasn’t going down.
As her brain scrambled for a Plan B, he slowly started
to vibrate, then dropped to the floor like a felled tree.
As a cloud of dust rose around him, Val knew the
clock was ticking. They wouldn’t have long to get
away.
She jumped over the motionless body, pocketed
her sword and ran towards the little girl.
“Hello, I’m Val.” She smiled as she began untying the little girl’s tiny hands. “What’s your name?”
“Lottie,” she rasped.
“That’s a lovely name. Lottie, I’m going to get
you out of here. Come with me.” Val stretched out her
hand, and Lottie just stared. Val could see she was in
shock. “I know you’re scared, and I can’t imagine
what you’ve been through, but I promise I’ll get you
out of here. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Please take
my hand.”
“I told him to stop.” Lottie’s eyes brimmed over.
“I want my mummy.”
Val knelt wrapping her arms around the little
girl’s tiny frame. “I’ll get you back to your mum.”
“Do you promise?”
Val nodded and offered out her hand once more.
“But you have to come with me now, before he gets
up.”
Lottie finally took her hand, and Val could see the
bloody marks on her wrist from the rope. She was
heady with the anger and rage building inside her.
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Helping her up, Val could feel Lottie shaking.
“Can you walk?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s go,” Val said, guiding her.
They were almost out the room when Val felt a
firm tug on her jeans. The thug had grabbed a hold of
her trouser leg by the ankle.
“Run!” She screamed at Lottie, pulling out her
weapon. “Get. Off. Me. You. Animal.” She spat each
word in sync with the sword striking his face. Shielding himself from the blows he released Val, and she
sprinted toward Lottie who’d reached the door. Forcing the handle, it sprang open.
She snatched Lottie’s hand and pocketed her
weapon as they stumbled together along the darkened
corridor. The house had no natural light, and Val was
forced to run her hand along the wall for guidance.
They’d hardly gone ten steps when Val could hear
their aggressor, screaming death threats. They needed
to move faster.
“Hold on,” she said as she picked Lottie up.
Pushing on through the dark, Val’s foot suddenly
tipped over an edge causing her to freeze. They’d
reached a staircase. She groped at the banister, trying
to get them down as fast as possible. At the bottom,
another corridor, more doors, and more darkness met
them. She felt overwhelmed with panic and disorientated.
She couldn’t work out the layout of the house because there were no open windows to see if she was
even close to the ground floor. Val grabbed at every
door handle, ignoring the splinters from the doors’
rotten slats thrusting into her hand. Right now there
was no pain, just a need to survive.
Her frantic search was suddenly punctuated by a
loud bang in front of her. She was shocked, she’d ex-

218 · G L TWYNHAM

pected him to be behind them. She paused for a second to listen. There was another louder bang. He was
definitely in front.
Pulling her sword, Val lowered Lottie to the
ground. She had to save this little girl. Then, a bang
like a gunshot went off and streams of dazzling daylight hit them both. As a thick cloud of dust rose, she
braced to defend her charge.
In the midst of the confusion Val heard a familiar
voice.
“Sweet heavens, this place is filthy. You seriously
can’t expect me to go in there, not even for the alien.”

Chapter 18
Where’s Mummy?

V

al’s sense of joy at hearing her best friend’s
complaints was quickly followed by a sense
of panic remembering where she was, and the
threat that lay behind her. “Delta!” she cried as the
dust settled.
Lifting Lottie, she ran towards the light.
“Val?” Jason called back.
“Run!” she ordered pushing past the silhouettes in
the doorway.
The late afternoon light was blinding, and she
shielded her eyes as she ran across the junk yard of a
garden, covered in rusted car remains and dead grass.
As they moved further from the house, Lottie began to scream, kicking and flailing. A small knee to
the ribcage caused Val to drop her. Once released,
Lottie began to run back towards the house. Val
stopped, turning on the spot. What was going on?
“Jason, grab her,” she yelled.
His arm came down around Lottie’s waist and she
was up in the air again, still violently complaining.
Val, followed by Jason crashed through the broken
gate and out onto the path to Delta’s Mini.
“Lottie, please stop. What’s wrong? We’re safe. I
can take you to your mum like I promised.”
Jason lowered the little girl to the ground.
Pointing back at the house, Lottie sobbed, “She’s
in there.” She tried again to escape, but Jason grabbed
hold of her dungarees.
“Wait… what!” Val’s heart sank. How could this
be happening? She knelt and took Lottie’s hands.
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“I’m sorry, I didn’t realise she was in the house. I
thought you were there alone. Let her go, Jason.”
“You promised,” Lottie pleaded through her sobs.
“I did and I’m going to get her.”
“Thanks for waiting,” Delta interrupted as she arrived.
“Thanks for coming.” Val rose wrapping her arms
around her best friend in a firm hug.
“Alien, that’s just how we roll.”
“Why didn’t you call us?” Jason asked.
They both stared at her with mixed expressions of
annoyance and relief.
“I didn’t call because I quit last night.”
“You can’t quit,” Delta said.
“I know that now. And I thought I’d be better off
alone. I was very wrong.”
“Have you worked through your issues?” Delta
asked.
“Yes.”
“Good. Go save this girl’s mom.”
“Can you look after Lottie, please.”
“Sure, what a pretty name.” Delta bent down level with Lottie. “I’m Delta.”
“Get her in your car. Call the police and ambulance services. She needs medical attention, and I’m
guessing her mum will as well.”
Delta wrapped a protective arm around the little
girl. “We’ll do that right this minute; won’t we,
sweet-pea?”
“If anyone but me exits that house, you drive
away, understood?”
“Yep. Lottie, would you like some water?” Delta
asked, as she opened the door and helped her into the
passenger’s seat. “I also have some Cadbury’s chocolate and Burberry Band-Aids in my first aid kit.”
“Jason, I’m going back in. You guard the girls.”
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Jason let out a laugh of disbelief. “Not a chance.
I’m coming with you.”
“I don’t have time to argue. It’s not safe.” Val’s
words fell flat.
“It’s not up for discussion.”
“Can I say anything to stop you?”
“Nope. Come on,” Jason replied striding back
across the garden towards the house.
“So, how did you find me?” she asked catching
him up.
He pointed at her necklace. “I was on the laptop
and saw you jump, realised you were close by, so I
called Delta and we came to help.”
“When you say close, how close?”
“About four miles from my dad’s shop.”
“That’s too close.”
“Agreed.”
They paused in the open doorway. “Okay, listen,
the man in there is twice the size of your dad; the
house is pitch black and I don’t know where her mum
is.”
“We’ll be alright.” Jason smiled, as Val pulled
out her sword. “We have a weapon.”
“This thing took ten seconds to knock him down,
and he only stayed there for a minute. Believe me
when I say this man is incredibly dangerous.”
“Point taken,” he replied as they entered, together.
“Let’s do this.”
*
As instructed, Delta had called the police and ambulance services and was busy keeping Lottie
entertained with the summer-fall collection by Dior
when she spotted an extremely large man engulfed in
flames burst out of the front door.
Lottie had also spotted him and began to scream
as Delta scrambled to check the car doors were
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locked. She wrapped a protective arm around the little
girl while the burning man stumbled onto the lawn.
Several feet from the gate he dropped and rolled
around on the burnt grass that proceeded to catch
ablaze doubling the fire. His screams of agony filled
the air.
Delta’s hand covered Lottie’s eyes and before she
could start her engine, several well-timed police cars
screeched to a halt. She watched as an officer jumped
from the car and leapt the gate, throwing his jacket
over the burning man in an attempt to put him out.
Several more officers joined in before he was extinguished. Then through all the chaos Delta spotted
Jason staggering from the house with a woman.
“Is that your mom?”
Lottie cautiously peeked out, looking towards the
house and then began to cry out. Delta popped the
door open and the little girl was off, running towards
the woman who knelt to grab her. Delta followed,
crossing the singed grass to meet Jason.
“Hey, you look like that guy feels.” She greeted
him. “Did the alien pop off again?”
His arm wrapped over her shoulder. “You have
no idea how amazing she was. She’s so… powerful.
She took that guy on. He’s twice her size and I
watched her take fire from a wood burner and set herself alight.”
“What? I thought she was fireproof?”
“Trust me, she’s pure fire.” He coughed then
groaned. “Delta, I think I need an ambulance,” he said
as his full weight rested on her and she began to call
for assistance.
*
Val landed back at the bookshop as the clock chimed
six and her mobile began to ring.
“Hi, Shane.”
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“Hey. How did it go? Did the others find you?”
Shane obviously hadn’t heard from Delta or Jason
yet. Teleporting was the quickest form of travel.
“They did, and we’re all okay, although Jason
may need a few painkillers.”
“That boy can’t seem to stay out of harm’s way.”
“He saved my life. I was being strangled by a
man who made you look, well, puny. And he took
him on. Between us we saved a little girl and her
mum.” Val felt a lump form in her throat. It had been
quite an emotional hour, and she was glad they were
all alive. “Shane, I need to tell you something. Last
night I quit. I thought I was the problem not the solution. That if I didn’t go where the tattoo sent me then
the bad things wouldn’t happen. People would be better off without my interference.”
“What made you change your mind?” Shane
asked.
“A little girl. I couldn’t listen to her calling for
help and not answer. I don’t know how long she’d
been held there, but it must have been days. It was
beyond horrific.”
“If it was days that proves you’re not the problem. They were already in trouble.”
Val was silent. Absorbing Shane’s words.
“Val?”
“You’re right.” She wanted to cry with the sense
of relief. She’d believed what she saw in the reflections was something that was about to happen. An
event that wouldn’t come to pass if she didn’t interfere, but the little girl had been held captive way
before her tattoo had blistered.
“What are you going to do now?” Shane asked.
“I’ll come over. I’m sure Delta will bring Jason
to you. I just need to lock up.”
“See you soon and well done kid.”
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“Thanks.”
Swigging a glass of cool water, she took a moment to reflect on her newly acquired skill. She’d
manipulated fire. Taken it straight from its source
and, full of rage, made it into a jacket of flames. Images of the man’s horror and fear filled her thoughts.
He deserved everything she’d done to him.
After several more glasses, she closed the
bookshop for a second time. To her surprise, out on
the street she found Delta perched on the bonnet of
her Mini.
“You got here fast,” Val said, trotting down the
steps to greet her.
“I drive a Mini Cooper S – what did you expect?
Nice to see you in one piece. Good job back at the
house.” Delta gave Val a thumbs-up. “Jason and Lottie’s mom made it out safe.”
“That’s great news.” Val needed to broach the
subject of last night sooner rather than later. “How’s
your dad?”
Delta slid gracefully off the bonnet. “He’s stable.”
“Have you seen him?”
“Nope.”
“Do you want me to come with you to visit him?”
“No, and before you give me some sob story
about how I’m his only daughter, stop romanticising
my life. The day my dad gave me my first platinum
credit card it had a note attached that said ‘payment
for mistakes made’. I was the mistake.”
Val could see an emptiness in Delta’s eyes.
“That’s not true.”
Delta let out a stiff laugh. “My parents didn’t
want me. They wanted to be able to say at dinner parties that they had a child. Like some prize.”
Val reached out for Delta’s hand but she pulled it
back.
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“You live in a world of love. Your parents genuinely care where you are night and day. Hell, if you’re
late for dinner, they send out the Marines. Do you
know how lucky you are? You should. I’m a trophy
child to be put on display when needed, then packed
away. Reality sucks, but at least I get to cry in first
class.” Delta opened the passenger door. “I’m finished with this meaningful heart-to-heart. I need you
in my life. I drove away from you last night, and I’m
sorry. My dad’s alive because of you.” Delta stood
back to allow Val to get in.
“Maybe he is, but last night I was responsible for
the deaths of twenty-two people.”
“Alien; you can’t save everyone. So get that out
of your stupid head. Every person who survived that
flight owes you their life. Plus, the woman and child,
I just left. I don’t want to hear you speak like that ever
again.”
“But…”
“Get in my car. I’m going to ignore that ‘but.’”
Delta slipped behind the steering wheel.
Val climbed in. “I love you.”
“And I love Gucci.” Delta started the engine and
pulled away in a screech of tyres. “We need to stop by
the hospital.”
“What for?” Val tensed.
“It’s Jason. He was having problems breathing, so
the ambulance took him to A and E; it’s nothing. I
called Shane; he said he was on the way over there. I
thought maybe you would like to see him.”
“Yes, I would. Are you sure it’s nothing?” Val
still had a hint of panic in her tone.
“He’s fine, like I told you. Or is this concern a little more a matter of the heart?”
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“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Val replied, avoiding Delta’s stare. She kept her eyes firmly
on the view out of the car window.
“Do you want my honest opinion?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“No. When Jason called me about you earlier, he
couldn’t get to you quick enough. I could tell it was
more than a friendly ‘let’s all go to the pub together.’”
Delta smiled at Val. “I think he likes you. Why don’t
you ask him and find out? A wounded man is a much
slower moving target, trust me.”
Val shrugged. “Maybe he just feels sorry for
me?”
“If you never ask, you’ll never know.” Delta
changed lanes. “And, on a completely different subject, are blue cheeks all the rage this season?”
Val had forgotten all about her face and was suddenly aware of how she looked. “Yes, I could make it
possible for you to have them as well.”
“Find me a matching bag and shoes, and I’m
there.”
Val laughed, and winced. “Jokes aside. I had a
dream and this,” – she pointed to her face – “was the
wake-up call.”
“Geez, that’s an alarm I can live without.”
“Agreed, I’ll explain everything when we get together with Shane and Jason.”
“Okay. Just remember one thing.”
“What?”
“Foundation, foundation, foundation.”
Val laughed and winced again. She could never
have left Delta. There was no one quite like her for
making your biggest problems feel insignificant.
As they sped along, Val’s mum called.
“Hi, Mum,” Val answered. “But I left a note.”
She rolled her eyes. “Fine, next time I’ll tell you. Lis-
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ten, I won’t be home for tea. Me and the Yank are
spending some quality time together.” She paused
listening. “Yeah, her dad’s awake.”
“He’s already running the hospital,” Delta called.
“Mum says that’s wonderful news. See you later… love you too.” Val hung up and sat back to work
out exactly how she was going to ask out the boy with
a pulse. After all, her dream guy hadn’t made a show
when she was getting her face rearranged. He was
clearly out of the picture.

Chapter 19
The Unwelcome Visitor

“W

e’d like to see Jason Walker, please,”
Val said to the elderly hospital receptionist.
She pushed her glasses onto the bridge of her
nose and took a long hard look at the computer
screen. “Take a seat. He’s being seen by the doctor.
I’ll call you when he’s free.”
“Thanks,” Val and Delta chorused together.
“Maybe you could get them to look at your face
while we’re here?” Delta asked as they both perched
on a row of plastic chairs.
“I’ll give it a miss.”
“I’m surprised they haven’t already tried to grab
you.” Delta fussed with her pristine white shirt while
Val glanced down at her stained sweater.
“Very funny, but jokes aside, apart from my bad
dress sense, swollen face and bruised body, there has
to be some outcome to all of this.”
“What do you mean?”
“I had thirteen symbols on my arm, each time one
hurts I save someone. Then it disappears.”
“Okay.”
“Each zodiac sign is either earth, air, fire, or water, and I use one of those elements.”
“Right.” Delta nodded.
“It all fits together like a jigsaw. So why does it
feel like there’s no picture on it?”
“I’m lost. A blank jigsaw, it makes no sense.”
“Exactly. It’s like I’m being given loads of pieces
that I should painstakingly put together, yet they
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make nothing. What if the connection isn’t the tattoo?
Forget about the tattoo and think about the people.”
“Hmm, we know they all work in the caring profession. That they go on to save other people?”
“It has to be more than that. You could say that
about every nurse and doctor in this hospital. I had
thirteen symbols, so that means thirteen unique people; what if that’s the connection? Where would you
find thirteen people together?”
“The Last Supper.” Delta replied.
Val shook her head in disbelief. “Seriously.”
“I don’t know.” Delta shrugged. “Maybe your
weird zodiac book can tell us.”
“A half-written cipher.” Val slouched back, folding her arms.
“Whatever the connection is, we have a friend in
hospital and here’s his dad now.”
“Hello, ladies.” Val looked up to find Shane
standing over them. “Ouch. Your face looks bad.”
“Can I explain later, please?”
“Sure.”
“How’s he?” Val asked as they both rose to meet
him.
“He’s got a few cracked ribs and a bruised ego
because you saved the day,” Shane said, leading them
down the corridor.
Val knew that was crazy. He’d saved her life.
“Shane, he was amazing.”
“Maybe you can tell him that. He’s in here - just
don’t make too much of a fuss,” He said pushing the
door open.
The girls found Jason sitting on a bed with his
chest wrapped tightly in stark, white bandages.
“Hey.” Val joined him.
“I’m so sorry I wasn’t more help.” Jason stared at
her intently.
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“Shut up idiot. You saved my life,” she said,
pushing him playfully.
He winced.
“Oh God, I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay.” His lips curled in a smile.
“This” — Delta pointed at Jason’s chest and
Val’s face — “is exactly why I stayed in the car.”
“Wise move.” Jason laughed.
Delta sneezed. Although to Val’s ears it was more
like a mouse’s squeak. “Geez, I hate hospitals.” She
complained, followed by two more squeaks. “I’ve got
to go. The smell of Eau De Death is overwhelming.”
“Thanks for visiting. I think,” Jason said as Delta
left closing the door behind her, and Val realised that
her best friend had artfully set her up.
“Jason.” She fumbled nervously with her necklace. “You had me worried. Seeing you hurt…” She
paused, feeling her heart rise into her throat, aware
that at any moment she might choke on it.
“Are you alright?” Jason’s head cocked to the
side in question.
“Fine… I just… well… I wanted to ask you
something.” Spit it out.
“What?”
Val was about to speak when the door opened.
“What do you want to ask?”
Oddly Jason didn’t seem bothered that the door
had opened and some random girl holding a can of
Coke had entered.
“Hello.” The girl walked past Val, a ridiculously
friendly grin on her overly attractive face, perfectly
framed with stunning auburn hair. She handed the can
to Jason. “Is this one of your friends? Introduce us.”
She enthused.
“Sure, this is my mate, Val,” Jason replied.
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Mate! Did he just call me mate? And who the hell
is she? Val glared.
Her face lit up. “Hello. I’ve heard so many nice
things about you. I’m Francesca, but my friends call
me Fran,” she said.
“Well, I’ve never heard anything about you,
Francesca,” Val replied, watching aghast as this girl
sat down on the bed next to Jason and wrapped her
arms around his neck. Her emerald eyes devouring his
face. For a split second, she imagined setting her on
fire and then blowing her up. Jason was her fighting
partner, her potential date and her guy with a pulse!
“Val, this is my girlfriend. She’s here on holiday.” He kissed her cheek.
Val wanted to retch. She had been seconds from
making a complete idiot of herself.
“She arrived as a surprise today,” he explained.
“Don’t you just love surprises?” Val grinned.
“So, what did you want to ask me?”
“It can wait. I’ve got to go.” She backed out of
the room.
“I hope we meet again soon,” Fran called. Val
walked away unable to respond.
Delta was waiting at reception with Shane. She
could tell by her expression that Delta had also been
informed of ‘its’ arrival.
She composed herself. “I’m pleased Jason’s okay.
Delta, could you take me home?”
Delta gave a nod.
“Will you be round tomorrow?” Shane asked.
“Yes, I need to collect my zodiac book,” Val said.
“See you then.” Shane snatched a newspaper off
one of the chairs and left them.
Delta took Val’s hand and squeezed it tight. “Do
you want to talk about it?”
“No.”
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They released each other as they reached the car.
The journey home was silent. Val stared out of the
window, watching the world pass by. Was she so stupid that she’d thought Jason would be interested in
her?
Delta pulled up outside Val’s. “I’m sorry about
what happened,” she said, leaning across the passenger seat as Val climbed out.
“He never said he liked me, and I never asked if
he had a girlfriend. It’s best we stay focused. Thanks
for the lift, I’ll see you tomorrow.” She headed towards the house before Delta could try any more
attempts at making her feel better.
Opening the front door, she found by her mum
busy polishing the coat stand.
“Hey honey. How was your day?”
“Just great. Where’s Dad?” she asked.
“He had to work late. This new client of his wants
his house built in double-time. Your father reckons
it’s a bit odd, but he paid up-front in full, so who
would say no?” Susan hugged her. “You don’t look
like your day was ‘just great.’ What’s up?”
“My face is sore.” She couldn’t tell her mum
about Jason or the fact she had set herself on fire to
save a woman and her daughter, who’d been held as
prisoners by some maniac.
“Come on, let’s get you a drink and a couple of
painkillers.” Susan put her arm around Val’s shoulders and guided her to the kitchen.
In lightning speed, Val was sipping a piping hot
chocolate with whipped cream, marshmallows, and
chocolate sprinkles with a home made cookie on the
side, while her mum told her all the church gossip and
for a while she soaked up the mundane.
After another hot chocolate and three more cookies Val felt unable to take another bite and slightly
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nauseous. She wished her mum a goodnight and
headed upstairs, relieved to finally be in her bedroom
with its safe magnolia walls and sky blue curtains.
She slipped on her pyjamas as visions of Jason and
Fran filled her head. Okay she hadn’t asked him out,
but it felt like they knew what she had intended to do.
The way she’d left them was awkward and childish.
Val could feel anger and hurt building inside her. As
she reached for the duvet a gust of air passed her
hands and blew it off.
“Damn stupid powers.” She knelt to pick it up
and let out a sob.
“Idiot,” she hissed as she climbed into bed, dragging the covers over her head.
As she pushed the button to set her alarm, she
wasn’t sure what sleep would bring, but she had a
tight grip on her sword. She’d taken a beating in the
real world, but she wasn’t going to take another one
in her sleep. Since she was able to bring things out of
her dreams, maybe she would be able to take her
weapon in with her.
*
Val sat behind the counter at work with the zodiac
book open in front of her. She was busy flicking
through the pages when the door opened and Wendy
marched in. Completely drenched.
“How long’s it been raining?” Val asked.
“Depends if you’re a witch or not,” Wendy replied.
“Excuse me?” Val stared at her.
She plopped her elbows on the counter sprinkling
droplets onto Val’s precious zodiac book. “You know
if you took the time to read that - your problems
would be solved.” Wendy shrugged and wiped the
page with her wet sleeve. To Val’s horror the marks
smudged across the page.
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“What are you doing?” she snapped.
“I’m getting sick of waiting for you.” Wendy
turned and lolloped off down the centre aisle. “Check
out astral projection,” she called back.
Val sat mouth ajar. Was Wendy drunk? What did
she mean by astral projection? Snatching a few tissues, she dabbed at the page in the hope the damage
wasn’t permanent.
“Your friend seems happy.” Val glanced up to see
Jason’s girlfriend holding the door open.
“Hello.” She forced a parting of lips that hopefully resembled a smile.
“Coffee.” Fran sauntered to the counter. “Make
me one,” she ordered slamming her hand down in
front of Val.
“What?”
“No. Forget the coffee. I don’t want you touching
anything of mine, if you get what I mean?” She
snatched Val’s wrist. “You know, Jason’s told me all
about your little ‘problem.’ I think you should be
locked away and studied, but who am I to say what
creatures get to walk this planet?”
Fran began to pull Val’s arm over the counter.
“Stop that! Who the hell do you think you are?”
Val attempted to lean back.
“I’m your worst nightmare.” Before Val could
stop her, Fran had dragged her over the counter, and
gripping Val firmly by the throat she lifted her several
feet off the floor. Val could feel her windpipe being
crushed as she struggled to break free. How could
Fran be this strong, and why wasn’t Wendy coming to
help? Surely, she’d heard the commotion. “People
like you make me sick. Did you really think I
wouldn’t be able to tell that you fancied Jason, and
that you’d been trying to keep him all to yourself?”
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Val could feel herself beginning to pass out when
the door flew open and Jason charged in.
“Let her go,” he demanded.
“Never, you’ll never love her the way you love
me,” Fran spat back.
Jason dashed to their side. His fist struck Fran’s
elbow joint, and she dropped Val, who fell to the floor
gasping for air.
“I’ll kill her! She’s an abomination,” Fran yelled
hysterically, as she ran out, slamming the door behind
her.
“Are you okay?” Jason pulled Val up.
“I think I’ll survive,” Val coughed, brushing herself down. “Why did she do that?”
“Because I told her last night there was never going to be a ‘me and her.’ I couldn’t hide how I felt
about you any longer,” he said, stepping in closer to
Val, wrapping his hands around her waist.
“Sorry?” Val spluttered. Should she pull away?
“Don’t you get it? I never told you about Fran because I wanted to end it with her. I wanted it to be just
‘me and you.’” Jason brought his face closer to Val’s.
“That’s not very nice.” Val was trying to feel sorry for Fran, but finding it hard.
“I want you, Val,” Jason whispered. Cupping her
chin with his hand, he lifted her face. His lips pressed
down on hers, and her whole body began to sway, and
then rock back and forth. What was happening?
“Val, honey, wake up. You’ve slept through the
alarm.” Susan gently shook her.
“What?”
“It’s time for work. Breakfast in five.”
“Right, work.”
Her mum left and Val lay there contemplating yet
another dream kiss that would lead to nothing.

Chapter 20
It’s So Bracing

V

al didn’t want to go to work, but she knew if
she didn’t her options today were limited to
hiding under the covers or popping to the job
centre to look for a new career. Her preferred plan had
been to stay at home, whilst moping around feeling
sorry for herself, eat ice-cream, and add to the web of
lies she had already spun to her parents. But she decided against them all and headed to work.
As she reached the bookshop, Val could only
hope that curses took a day off. Dusting and drinking
coffee sounded so attractive right now. Her dream
about Jason and Fran, although interesting, had left
Val feeling guilty that yet another person had walked
into her crazy situation and was going to be kept in
the dark by the person they loved. She didn’t want
Jason to have to lie to his girlfriend, but there was no
other option.
*
She was sipping coffee, perched on her stool when
her phone began to ring.
“How’s it going?” Delta asked.
“Fine, you?”
“Maria made waffles for breakfast, and I didn’t
almost ask a guy out before his girlfriend walked in,
so I’d be really grateful if you told me the truth. You
British and your stifled… fine.”
Val sometimes hated Delta. “Alright – I feel stupid. I liked him and thanks to you I thought he liked
me back.”
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“Did you plant the blame card on me, alien?” Delta coughed. “You had a crush, and it didn’t pay off.
Get over it.”
“I’m also worried his girlfriend needs to be kept
out of the loop.”
“No one is going to tell her anything. We’re far
too professional for that.”
“We’re professionals?”
“Hell yeah. Look, let me take you out for lunch,
food rarely disappoints and maybe you could bump
into another boy and forget all about Jason and his
motorbike, big green eyes and broad chest. Jesus he’s
hot.”
Val wanted to protest and tell her how much hotter the guy in her dream was, but it would be a waste
of time, he was gone. She was back to zero. “Fine,
lunch it is.”
“That’s my girl.” There was a pause between
them. “You know you’re going to be okay, don’t
you?”
“I just wish everything would go back to the way
to was. It feels like my heart is breaking with all the
lies I’m telling.”
“They say a broken heart is the worst pain a human can endure. I disagree.”
“You do?” Val asked.
“Uh-huh. Have you ever had your legs waxed?”
“No.”
“It kills way more than any heartache. Keep your
chin up. I’ll pick you up later.”
“Bye.” Val hung up as the door flew open and
Wendy entered, spookily wearing exactly the same
clothes as in Val’s dream.
“Morning. I said I’d be here at nine, and here I
am,” she enthused.
“You did,” Val replied.
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“I’ve come to pay for the book I took yesterday,”
Wendy said, approaching the counter.
“I remember.”
“You know I’d love to work here.” Wendy
gushed. “Although, I find it a little odd that you do.”
“Why?” Val wondered where this was headed.
“I don’t remember ever seeing you in the library
at school, that’s all,” she said, leaning on the trolley.
“I’m a late starter.” Val searched for the pricing
book.
“Better late than never. I’ve read books on just
about every subject.”
Val suddenly remembered the conversation
they’d had in her dream. “Do you know anything
about astral projection?”
“Astral Projection?” Wendy’s eyebrows rose in
question.
“Yeah, I was just wondering. If you don’t, no
worries, I’ll look for a book on it.”
Wendy straightened up. “I do, but it’s complicated, I could try to sum it up for you?”
“Go for it.”
“Do you believe we have a soul?” Wendy asked.
Val would say she believed in fairies if it explained what was happening to her. “Yeah.”
“Good. Then imagine you’re asleep and your soul
could float out of your body, the physical separate
from the ethereal. That’s more or less what it’s all
about.”
“That’s it. Your soul slips out?” Val felt a shudder run down her spine.
“Yeah, then while your body stays put, your soul
can go off and do something else.”
“When your soul’s out, could it get into someone
else’s dreams?”
Wendy’s head cocked, “Are you serious?”
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“Absolutely.” This could be the answer to her
problem with Excariot. She’d never been more serious.
“I guess it’s possible, but it would take a great
deal of concentration and years of practise. Have you
done it?”
Val let out an awkward laugh. “No.” Cover your
tracks. “A regular customer was asking me questions,
and I wanted to sound a little more informed the next
time he comes in. That’s all.”
“You have some odd customers,” Wendy snorted.
Says you, Val thought. “What was the name of the
book you took yesterday?”
“It was Seventeenth-Century Lunar Cycles of Importance.”
“Yes, that’s the one.” Several pages in, she found
the price. “Forty-five pounds, please.” She smiled.
“You have an expensive taste in reading.”
Wendy pulled the cash out of her purse, handing
it over. “I believe the books you read define who you
really are, no matter the cost. Don’t you?”
“I guess so,” Val replied.
“Do you have time for a coffee?” Wendy pulled
her hair into a band.
“I do. I’ll put the kettle on. Tea or coffee?” Val
thought, it couldn’t hurt to learn a little more about
Wendy’s odd reading habits.
“Tea please. Do you have chamomile?”
Val held up the aged, yellowed packet. “I think
they might be from a soldiers’ ration pack.”
“Coffee it is then.” Wendy smiled.
Val prepared their drinks, while they reminisced
about their mutual hatred of their hideous P.E teacher,
Miss Hodgson, when the bookshop door flew open
and a large group of walkers entered all firing questions at once. Val managed to catch the words, map,
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lost, toilet, and directions as Wendy got moved further and further away.
“Give me five,” Val called over to Wendy.
But she was already by the door, looking overwhelmed by the crowd. “I’ll come back in a while.”
“Okay. See you later.”
*
Val dealt with the walkers, sending them off to the
library at the other end of town. Tourists were rare,
but some made it off the beaten track on their way to
Hadrian’s Wall. The librarian, Mary, a friend of her
mum’s, was renowned in Arcsdale for having the answer to everything. Some even called her the human
Google. She could guide them in the right direction.
Alone again, she stood wondering what Wendy
had meant by ‘the books you read define you.’ Did
she know something about the zodiac book? More
than she was telling? Did she recognise the cipher?
Val sipped at her drink. That was ridiculous. She’d
seen a glimpse of it once. But what if a glimpse of the
book was enough for Wendy to decipher something
they hadn’t?
Wandering around Val dusted, her thoughts focused on Wendy. For the whole of their school lives,
Wendy was the girl who sat at the back of the class,
who never put her hand up. Wendy had aced all her
exams and by all rights should be at Cambridge University. Wendy was the outcast, the oddball, and last
night she’d implied she was a witch. Okay, it had
been during a dream, and she already knew Wendy
had a weird reading taste. But she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry about that option. If Val could hold
fire in the palm of her hands, then who was to say that
witches weren’t real. And if by some crazy fluke they
were, what could a witch do?
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Val mustn’t spend all day imagining Wendy coming back later on a broomstick. She had more
important things to investigate. Firstly, the ability that
seemed to allow Excariot to enter her dreams, astral
projection. The thought of his soul popping into her
dreams without permission seriously gave her the
heebie-jeebies. In the self-help section, she found exactly what she needed: Astral Projection for
Beginner’s. It was an old, tatty copy of a cheap paperback. The cover had a man floating over his
sleeping body, and Val felt uncomfortable looking at
it.
The book talked about the art of ‘letting go’.
How, as far back as the Mayans, people had used this
process to travel outside of their physical bodies. The
astral plane was created by emotions and vibrations,
and from what she could tell - manipulation of the
dream environment was supposedly easy. That was
how Excariot had made her feel - like time had
stopped; his mind was in control of her dreams. She
read how the individual’s astral appearance was pliable like putty. It could change form. Did that mean
Excariot could be someone else in her dreams? Was
he the dark, handsome stranger she’d kissed? She
cringed.
To her disappointment, there were no chapters on
people bringing objects out of their dreams. She desperately wanted everything that had happened to her
recently to be on these pages. Val wanted to be reassured someone else had experienced the same as her.
After reading several chapters, she at least had a good
idea of how he was getting into her dreams. She
wouldn’t be allowing anyone else access from tonight
onward without her permission.
*
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Before she knew it Delta was outside, beeping her
horn. “You look awful,” she said, as Val got into the
Mini.
“Thanks.” Val would have argued, but she was
too exhausted.
“It’s my job, at this point, to make you aware that
make-up is available at most retail outlets. When
you’re ready to be a girl and not look like one of the
walking dead, I’m here for you.” Delta grinned.
“Wow, who needs enemies when I have you?”
Val replied.
“Tough critic.” Delta changed lanes. “Listen, I
need to know something?”
“What? My skin tone?” Val squeezed Delta’s
cheek flesh between her forefinger and thumb.
Delta slapped her hand away. “No. How you’re
going to deal with Jason and his girlfriend when you
see them together.”
Val remembered her dream where Fran had her
gripped around her throat. “I’m sure I’ll cope.”
“Promise you won’t do anything weird.” Delta
said.
“If you’re concerned that I’m going to set her on
fire, I won’t - unless she’s evil of course and on the
topic of evil, I have something to share. Give me a
second.” She held her phone up and dialled.
“Hello,” Shane said on speaker-phone. “Everything okay?”
“Is Jason there?”
“Yes. Does he need to listen in?”
“Please.”
“What’s up?” Jason joined in.
“I would’ve mentioned this yesterday, but we
were all a little busy saving people. You know when I
had that dream - the one that left me looking so pretty
and my parents buying a new coffee table? Well,
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turns out Excariot could be using something called
astral projection to get into my dreams.”
“I’ve heard of that,” Shane said.
“Good. I’ve found a book and I’m learning about
it. There’s something else as well.” Val took a deep
breath. She wasn’t sure how to tell them what Excariot had said without sounding melodramatic. “He
threatened to kill you all. He knew who you were. I
don’t know how, and I can’t tell you any more than
that. So, if you guys want to call it a day, I would totally understand.” Val held her breath.
“Val.”
“Yes, Shane?”
“Do you think in all my years in the army I never
had someone threaten my life? And this guys in your
dreams. I get he’s dangerous, but at the moment he’s
made no contact in person. I say we deal with him as
and when he decides to show his face.”
“I guess you’re right. Jason?”
“Hey. I’m the one teaching you to fight. I saved
your life!”
“Very true.” Val couldn’t help but smile.
“We’re with you for the long haul. What about
you, Delta?” Shane asked.
“Oh, I’m sorry, was I included in this?” she
laughed. “I thought you knew me well enough to
know that I wouldn’t miss Val becoming interesting
for all the money in the world.”
“I am interesting.” Val complained glaring at her
friend. “Anyway, after my little breakdown yesterday,
and you guys coming to the rescue, I realised that
without Sam’s gadgets and Jason’s training, I’d probably have died in that house and left Lottie and her
mum in the hands of that animal. I can’t do this alone.
I need you.”
“Shane, I think she may cry.” Delta laughed.

The Return to Alchany · 245

“Shut up!” Val punched Delta’s arm.
“Driving here!”
“Ladies.”
“Sorry.” They chorused.
“Look,” Val carried on, “If I can rely on you guys
when I’m awake, I’m going to do my best to be ready
for Excariot next time he pops into my dreams. He’s
going to regret all of this.”
“We’re here for you,” Shane said.
“Thanks, we’ll see you both later.” She hung up
as they parked and made a dash into the shopping
centre through the rain.
*
“Latte?” Val called to Delta, who was grabbing
them a table.
“Skinny, wet, triple shot, please,” she replied.
“Nice to see you again,” a voice greeted Val from
behind.
She spun and forced a smile. “Francesca, hi.
Shopping?”
“Yes, Jason’s back at the tattoo parlour. He and
Shane are expecting a visitor.”
Val eyed her. This Fran seemed nothing like the
one in her dream, but she wouldn’t let her guard
down. “Want to join us?”
“You’re here with a friend.” Fran glanced over at
Delta who was ordering a waitress to clean her chair.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. What would you like?” Val bet she would
ask for something weird like a double decaf espresso
with a shot of caramel and iced water on the side.
“I’d love a hot chocolate, and please call me Fran.
Only my mum calls me Francesca when I’m in serious trouble. I keep thinking you’re going to tell me
off.” She smiled.
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“Okay, Fran, take a seat with Delta and I’ll bring
it over.”
*
A full tray in hand, Val joined them.
“Sit down, Fran was explaining how much Jason
moaned about his ribs hurting in hospital,” Delta said.
“He whined like a baby.” Fran sighed. “Though,
he was so brave really, saving that little girl and her
mother. It was such a lucky thing that Jason and Delta
were around at the time. Shame you missed all the
fun, Val. What’s it like working in a bookshop?”
Val’s mouth twitched. They hadn’t told Fran she
was there. The cheek. “I try to keep busy.” Val tapped
Delta’s leg under the table. Delta smiled back, and
shrugged.
As they continued to chat, Val felt a twinge in her
arm. Then it doubled. She gasped, both Delta and
Fran stared at her.
“You okay?” Fran asked.
“Yeah – sure. Want another drink?” she asked.
“I’m actually programmed to say yes to chocolate,” Fran answered. “It’s my curse.”
“What a great curse.” Val raised an awkward
smile.
“Do you have time?” Delta asked.
“Yes, all the time in the world.” She stood, tapped
her arm in an attempt to show her best friend what
was happening and headed to the counter. “One skinny, triple shot, wet, latte, one hot chocolate with
everything and a mocha please.”
Discreetly, she pulled back her jacket to reveal
that not one, but two of the final five symbols were
bright red, Aquarius and Capricorn, air and earth.
Glancing over again, she could see Fran and Delta
deep in conversation.
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As the waitress placed the drinks in front of her, a
screech of grating metal began to fill Val’s head.
When the waitress began to speak, all Val could see
were her lips moving.
“I’m sorry, what?” Val leaned in.
The girl repeated the request, growing visibly impatient with Val, but by now the grating she could
hear had been joined by screams, including the highpitched, heart-rending ones of children. There was
definitely more than one person in trouble, and they
were terrified.
Val had no time to waste and placed what money
she had on the counter. “Take them to that table,
please,” she said, walking away.
With her earpiece in place and sword in her back
pocket, she quickly mingled in with the shoppers.
*
The disgruntled waitress strode over to Delta, placed
the tray of drinks on the table, and began to rant about
how the conveniently deaf, dark-haired girl had
walked away. How they didn’t do table service, and
she hadn’t left enough money.
“What do you mean she left?” Delta looked
around for Val.
“One pound fifty!” the waitress thrust her hand
out.
“I’m sure we can cover that!” Delta handed her
some change and stood scanning the shoppers.
“What’s going on?” Fran asked.
“Not now.” Delta spotted Val heading toward the
shops, pushed back her chair, and was in pursuit.
*
Val marched across the shopping centre in search of
the sounds origin, and finally came to a halt in front
of the ladies’ toilets. She knew this was the place. The
cries for help had become excruciating. She pushed
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the door open, relieved to find it empty. On the far
wall, was a floor-to-ceiling mirror, and slap-bang in
the centre, she could see the backs of a dozen people.
As she observed the image swirl she realised that
today felt different. She understood that the tattoo had
guided her to them. She wasn’t the cause of the problem. She was destined to save them. Like Delta had
said – it was her mission. “Jason, if you can hear this,
here I go.” Val placed her hands firmly on the mirror
and vanished.
*
The door to the toilets flew open, and Delta ran in
followed by Fran, just in time to catch the last of
Val’s spark.
“What was that light?” Fran asked. All the cubicles were open and there was obviously no one in
there. “Delta, answer me. What was it and where’s
Val?”
“Be quiet,” Delta snapped, as she got out her
sparkly accessorised military-style mobile and started
to dial. “Hey, Jason, have you got her?” She stood
silently listening, as Fran looked on in amazement.
“Your girlfriend’s here, and she saw Val leaving.”
“Does he want to tell me what’s going on?” Fran
asked, reaching for the phone. Delta shook her head.
“I don’t have much choice, do I?” Delta replied.
“No, I’m sure Val won’t be happy, but what else can I
do?” She hung up. “Fran, take a seat, because what
I’m about to tell you could take a while.”
*
Almost thirty minutes had passed before Val reappeared. She groaned loudly as she landed flat on her
back on the tiled toilet floor. Her eyes squinted under
the harsh fluorescent lights.
“Are you okay? Speak to me!” Jason was shouting in her ear.
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“No!” She screamed her reply. Her shoes and
palms beat against the tiled floor. “A child just tried
to kill me!”
“Hello, alien.” Delta’s face appeared over hers.
“Delta, a little girl pushed me off a rollercoaster.
What next? A baby in a pushchair with a machine
gun?” Val could feel her heart thumping in her chest.
“Maybe? I don’t know.”
She paused to take stock. “I’m lying on the floor
of a public toilet aren’t I.”
“Would you like me to lie?” Delta’s lip curled in
amusement.
“Ugh!! No, let’s get out of here.” Val stood up
with Delta’s awkward assistance. “I’m exhausted.
That was the…”
“Hi,” Fran interrupted. She was busy keeping
people out of the toilets by holding the door shut with
her foot.
“Oh! Hell.” Val flashed Delta a stare.
“It’s alright. She knows everything.” Delta
walked past Val and tapped Fran on the arm. “She’s
one of us now.”
Fran’s expression told Val all she needed to
know. She had just seen Val reappear through an electric rip in space and land on a toilet floor in front of
her.
Val forced a smile. “Welcome aboard the crazy
train.”
“Thanks.” Fran pulled her foot away from the
door and a very agitated woman burst in. She looked
at the girls, tutted, and then disappeared into a cubicle.
“Want to share what just happened?” Delta asked.
“One rollercoaster, a near death experience, two
saves and an evil kid. That about covers it.” Val
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couldn’t bring herself to tell them any more right
now.
“Sounds interesting,” Fran said.
Val had to respect the fact that Fran hadn’t
screamed or passed out. She was even making light
conversation. “It was. Delta I need to get back to
work, I’m late.”
“Then let’s get going.” Delta gave her a firm
squeeze.
“Are you sure you should go back to work?” Fran
asked as they walked.
“If I’m honest, no, I could do with a holiday. But
this is my life. I’d like to try and maintain the normality I have left. Plus, saving people doesn’t pay an
hourly rate.” Val rolled her shoulders back and
groaned. She had pains on top of pains, if that was
ever possible.
“Delta told me they all know where you are and
that you can communicate with Jason. She said you’re
a team.”
Val nodded. “I’m sorry Jason didn’t tell you
about me. He was sworn to secrecy.”
“I understand,” Fran said, offering Val a bottle of
water from her bag.
“Thanks.” Val hadn’t considered how this might
make Fran feel. The truth was Jason hadn’t told his
long-term girlfriend about any of their adventures and
that must hurt. And in that moment Val knew, despite
her misgivings, she would struggle not to like Fran.
“Come on.” Delta waved the girls towards the lift.
As they travelled back to the bookshop, Fran tentatively asked questions, and Val answered the best
she could. She was aware this was a lot for anyone to
take on board, and she couldn’t think of anything to
say to make it easier, other than the truth.
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“Shall we come in with you?” Fran asked from
the car as they pulled up to the bookshop.
“No, I just need a little time on my own, a glass
of water and some painkillers, but I promise if anything happens I’ll call you. I’ll explain everything
later.” Val smiled.
Delta waved her bedazzled military phone. “No
need to call, I know your every move.”
“Why don’t I find that comforting?”
“Meet us at Shane’s when you close,” Delta
called out the window as they drove away.
Walking up the steps, Val could feel her strained
muscles spasm in her back. As she opened up, she
was instantly greeted by a phone ringing. It was her
normal mobile, which she’d left behind the counter.
Her mum’s name was flashing on the front along with
twenty-three missed call notices. She would have to
give her the ‘poor signal,’ excuse.
“Hi, Mum.”
“Don’t you dare ‘Hi Mum’ me, Valerie Sheridan
Saunders,” Susan exploded.
“What’s wrong?” Her mum never called her by
her full name unless she was in the dog house.
“Where have you been for the past few hours?”
Susan yelled between sobs.
“At work, you know how bad the signal is in
here,” Val replied.
“Don’t you lie to me!” Her mum’s voice cracked.
“Your dad is going to collect you as soon as he can
get there. Don’t you dare leave that bookshop. Do you
understand me?” she shouted.
“Tell me what’s wrong?” Val couldn’t remember
a time in her life when she had heard her mum so angry.
“What’s wrong! I’m watching you on TV, Valerie. Girl falls from rollercoaster and disappears. So
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now do you want to tell me why my daughter - and I
know it was you - is being filmed falling off a rollercoaster and disappearing into thin air in God-forsaken
Skegness?”

Chapter 21
The Truth

S

he’d seen the tourists filming her. It had been
impossible to avoid. But she hadn’t imagined it
being on TV, and her mum seeing it. Val
couldn’t hide the truth from her parents any longer.
“You’re right, it was me. I can explain everything. I’ll
close the bookshop and head home. Call Dad and tell
him to meet us there.”
“You’d better have a good explanation,” Susan
demanded, then paused and in a softer tone asked,
“Are you alright? Did it hurt? How did you get to
Skegness and back so quickly? Is this my fault?”
Val gasped. “No, it’s not your fault. There’s so
much I need to tell you. And I’m fine, well, a little
tired. I’ll see you in about forty-five minutes.”
“Val?”
“Yes?”
“I love you.”
“I love you, too, Mum. To the stars.” Val choked
back the tears as she hung up.
She closed the bookshop, leaving a note on the
counter for Mr. Gallymore that she had a family
emergency. It was time to face the music. On her way
home she would quickly pop in to see Shane, to explain that she would more than likely never see the
light of day again.
*
Arriving at the tattoo parlour, she found Delta’s Mini
and Jason’s motorbike parked outside. Inside, Shane
was chatting on the phone. Val gave him a feeble
wave and went to rest on one of the waiting area
chairs.
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“Sorry Gabe, I’ll call you back.” He hung up.
“Well, you’re definitely news today, kid. Good job on
the rollercoaster. Come with me, I’ve someone I want
you to meet.”
She followed. “I can’t stop long. My mum and
dad recognised me on the news. I have to tell them
everything. Shane, what if they freak out and can’t
cope with what’s happened to me? What if they ask
me to leave?” She was terrified at the prospect. This
was the one thing she’d tried so hard to avoid.
“From what you’ve told me, I can’t imagine them
doing anything other than supporting you,” Shane
said, as they walked into the back of the tattoo parlour
where she was met by Delta and Fran.
“Do you want a drink?” Fran asked.
“No, thanks. I have to go home to be locked
away, for life,” Val gave a feeble grin.
“Geez, being trapped in a house with your mom’s
cooking will be torture. But you’re not leaving before
you meet Shane’s guest,” Delta said.
“Fine, but quickly.” She walked through the gym
where Jason met her with a serious expression.
“You alright?” she asked him.
“Worried about you, that was a close call on the
rollercoaster,” he said, punching the bag hanging in
front of him.
“We did it, didn’t we?”
He mumbled a response, delivering several left
hooks.
She playfully punched his arm and continued on
towards Shane, who sidestepped, revealing a stranger
busily tapping away at the laptop.
“Val, this is Sam.”
As he stood to greet her, Val’s breath caught in
her chest.
“Hi.” He held out his hand.
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She pointed at him. “You aren’t Sam, you’re the
man of my dreams!”
Delta let out a stifled laugh. “Wow… well, this
just got awkward. I don’t want to stare, but I can’t
look away.”
“I’m what?” Sam asked.
Val could feel the others glare. Her cheeks
flushed. “No, I meant - you were in my dreams. You
saved my life and, well, other stuff.”
His expression was blank, yet she knew it was
him. The short black hair, his deep olive skin and
those eyes that were so dark they appeared to be pools
of ink. She even recognised his cologne. Why
wouldn’t he admit he’d been there? He’d missed her,
and kissed her for heaven’s sake.
“I’m not sure what to say.”
She couldn’t take her eyes off him. “Have you
ever tried astral projection?”
He let out a laugh. “No, you?”
This was ridiculous. He clearly wasn’t going to
admit anything. She took his hand and shook it. “Sorry, I’ve made our introduction awkward, but the fact
remains I’ve dreamt about you. Even though you
don’t remember me, I definitely remember you and
how you helped me escape Excariot.”
He shook his head. “I can’t take credit for that, all
I can say is that I’m here to help you now, any way I
can, and if I saved you, then I’m guessing that’s a
good thing.” He smiled.
“I saved her in real life.” Jason coughed loudly.
“And I think we need to focus on what’s going to
happen now you’re about to become Heat magazine’s
new cover girl.”
“Yes…of course.” Val agreed, grateful to Jason
for steering the subject in a new direction. “Although
my mum will insist I’m on the cover of Hello.”
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“Magazine deals aside, kids, we need to make a
quick plan of action before Val has to go home, let’s
take a seat,” Shane said.
Delta nudged Val as they all headed over to the
table. “So he’s your dream boy?”
“Yes,” Val said, hoping Delta would drop it. She
didn’t.
“I bet that was awful for you. Personally, I’d be
taking sleeping pills.” She shrugged and sat down
next to Fran.
“Girls, focus.” Shane rapped the table-top.
Sam dragged his chair over and joined them.
“Here are the facts. Val’s face has been all over the
news. We need to keep her safe until this dies down a
little. Distract the people who’ll want to meet the disappearing girl.”
“The chances of anyone finding her in Arcsdale
are about zero. Starbucks can’t even find this place,”
Delta raised her mug.
“I agree with Delta,” Val said. “No one comes
here.”
“You think you’ll be okay for the next twentyfour hours?” Sam asked.
“I’m pretty sure.”
“Good, I can work with that. I’ll hack a few sites,
dilute the news. Set up a few false stories.”
“Twitter and Facebook should be good platforms,” Jason agreed.
“Great, you can help, I’ll send you some images.”
Sam pulled Val’s zodiac book from a brown leather
satchel. “I also had a look at this, but to be honest I
couldn’t make any sense out of it. Sorry,” he apologised.
“Thanks for trying.” Val checked the spine. Once
again it had changed to match her tattoo. Flipping it
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open she couldn’t believe what she was looking at.
“Seriously. This can’t be real, look at it!”
“What?”
She turned it towards Shane. “This!” Her finger
struck the pages.
“That’s not possible. Sam, we all looked at it.
There were no words.”
Now each page of the book was partially full of a
strange foreign language.
“That’s so freaky?” Delta flipped several pages.
“Wait.” Val reached into her pocket and pulled
out the small piece of paper she’d taken from the
Theban book she’d found at the bookshop and placed
it next to the book.
“The symbols match – what is that?” Sam asked.
“It’s something called Theban.”
Shane pointed at the backwards y. “The symbol
on your tattoo is the letter V.”
“Yup,” Val said as her phone started to vibrate.
“It’s a text from my dad. I have to go. I’ll look at the
book as soon I can and text what I find. Can you take
me home, Delta?” She picked up the book and sheet
of paper.
“Sure.”
“Can I see you again?” Sam asked rising with her.
“How long are you staying? It may be days before
my parents release me.”
“I’ll stick around until then.”
Val felt her heart skip. “Right, I’ll see you soon, if
I haven’t been taken to Area 51.”
Sam laughed. “Area 51 isn’t real… however Area
15 is a completely different story.”
Jason piped up, passing her a baseball cap. “Hide
your face for now.”
“Thanks.”
*

258 · G L TWYNHAM

Susan opened the front door. “Get in.” She pulled
Val over the threshold.
“There’s no one out there Mum.” Val took off Jason’s cap.
“Not yet.” Susan guided Val into the lounge
where her dad was sitting in his chair nursing a whisky.
“Hi, Dad.” Val sat where her mum positioned her.
“Hello, honey. You alright?” He broke his trancelike stare to make eye contact with her.
“I’ve had better days.”
“Less of the chit-chat, we need to know what’s
been going on,” Susan demanded as she marched to
the TV and pointed at the screen where Val’s image
was on pause. “You can’t deny that this is you. Play it
Mike.”
Her dad aimed the remote and the image sprang
to life.
“What on earth were you doing hanging onto that
rollercoaster?” Susan’s hand slapped the screen where
Val’s hands had been connected with the metal harnesses trying to free two children only hours earlier.
“And how did you make it… explode!”
“I didn’t exactly make it explode.”
“You made it break. You made it fall into the
crowd below. That’s Skegness. We’ve been there on
holiday.”
The news continued and Val watched as the cart
fell and she was left dangling over the edge holding
onto the two small children.
“You saved those children, which was very brave
and then… that other little girl pushed you over the
edge.” Susan’s voice had reached a screech.
Val knew what was coming next, but actually
watching it on her TV at home felt rather surreal.
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“Then.” Susan’s index finger hit the screen with
such force that it rocked. “You disappeared into thin
air.” She swigged her drink, “Talk to us, but no lies.”
“Okay. This is the truth. It all started a few weeks
ago” – Val began to tell them her story and by the
time she’d finished both parents were starting open
mouthed at her.
Susan was first to speak. “So you save people because a tattoo tells you to and you can use the power
of the zodiac.”
“More or less.” Val watched as they both took
sips from their drinks.
Maybe a visual would help them. Val took her
mum’s candle lighter from the coffee table. “I’ll show
you,” she said. Val clicked it and a small amber flame
appeared. Holding it directly on her palm she allowed
the tip to rest flickering onto her skin.
“Val, stop.” Susan twitched.
“Give me a second.” Val focused on the flame.
“That’s enough.” Susan blew on Val’s hand,
which she clinched shut as the flame disappeared.
“This is crazy. Your self-harming isn’t going to convince me –” but Susan fell silent as Val opened her
hand. Resting in the centre of her palm was a faint
flickering flame.
“Mum, Dad, this is the truth,” she said, as it crept
over her skin onto her wrist and began to slither up
her arm.
“We believe you. Please put it out,” Susan’s voice
trembled. Val did as her mum asked. “Were you the
girl in Key West?”
“Yes. I was also on the plane that crashed.”
“Oh my goodness.” Susan took another swig.
“Have you been doing this all alone?” Mike
spoke for the first time.
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“No. A man called Shane, who owns the local tattoo parlour, has been helping me and his son Jason
has been teaching me how to fence, and box. Delta
knows, and today I met Sam. He’s been a silent witness to it all. He works with the army and gave me
this.” Val pulled out her sword. Extended and retracted it.
“Oh dear Lord, is that… a weapon?” Val could
see her mum had hit a mental wall of how much crazy
she could cope with, but she needed to get it all out.
“Yes, and it helped me save the life of an eightyear-old girl and her mother. Look, I know this is a
lot to take on-board, and if I were in your shoes I’d be
booking me into the local asylum. But what I can
promise you right now, for the bottom of my heart, is
that I won’t hide anything else from you ever again.”
“Can I see your tattoo? Without you setting on
fire?” Susan asked.
“Of course.” Val allowed her mum to inspect the
three symbols left on her arm.
“Why you?” Mike asked, while Susan tried with
her tea towel and a little spit to rub the tattoo off.
“I don’t know.”
“And why didn’t you come to us?” he asked.
“There’s this man; his name’s Excariot, and he
threatened to kill everyone I care about,” Val answered.
“Someone threatened our lives and you didn’t
think we needed to know! Did he come to your
work?” Mike demanded.
“It was in a dream.”
“A dream.”
“Yes. I didn’t say anything because I wanted to
keep you safe.”
“That’s not your job,” Mike said.
“I know.”
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Susan shook her head vigorously. “No, I don’t
think you do. Whatever’s happening to you. Wherever you are, we’re your parents. You should’ve trusted
us. Even though the things you’ve told us sound out
of this world crazy, we believe you.” She grasped
Val’s hands.
“I’m so sorry.” She felt broken, ashamed for all
the lies she’d told. The tears started to run down her
cheeks. Susan pulled her in close, and Val slowly released all the pain, fear, and worry she’d been
carrying around for the past few weeks as Mike stood
and walked out of the room.
“Is Dad angry?” She couldn’t bear the thought
that she’d hurt them.
“Give him time. He’s never been the best at expressing himself. He was really concerned about
you.” Susan wiped Val’s eyes. “What happens to you
now? Will people come here? You’re all over the
news.”
“Sam and the others are going to put them off my
scent.”
“Oh right. What about the tattoo, thing.”
“Nothing, until I get a calling. You know, like I
told you, I hear noises, see images in things and then,
poof, I disappear. Just three more times Mum.” Val
tried to smile.
“Oh yes, poof and disappear,” Susan said with a
troubled tone in her voice.
“When the symbols have gone, this’ll all be
over.”
“How do you know?” she asked.
“I don’t, but I can hope.” Val sighed, which extended into a tired yawn. “I’m worn out. Would it be
okay if I went to bed?”
“Yes. After today’s adventure on the rollercoaster, I imagine you are tired. I still can’t believe you
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saved those children. So brave. If you need me, call,”
Susan said.
Val plodded upstairs and was surprised to find her
dad sitting on her bed.
“Are you alright, Dad?” She knew this was a stupid question, but what else could she say.
“No, I’m not. You just told me, and shown me,
something that, in my life, I’ve only seen on TV or
read about in science fiction books. You’ve kept this
secret from me, and now I can’t even protect you.
You’ve been bobbing in and out all over the world,
and this man, this Shane, didn’t think that your dad
needed to know,” Mike said staring at the floor. “You
don’t know when, or where you may disappear again,
or what danger you might face. So, no Val, I’m not
alright.”
Val sat down next to him.
He took her hand and squeezed it tight. “I held
you like this when you took your first steps, although
your mum will deny that one.” His moustache lifted
slightly at the corner. “I built your first bike, taught
you to mix cement. Dried your tears, and cleaned
your bloodied knee when you fell out of the treehouse. But this, it changes everything. I can’t keep
you safe. It’s a dad’s worst nightmare.” He paused;
she could see he was trying his hardest to keep it together. “Remember this, I may not be able to stop
what’s happening to you, but one thing will never
change; no matter where you are or who you’re with,
if you need me, I’ll be there, because no one loves
you the way I do.” Mike hugged Val hard, then stood,
and as he walked past her, she saw tears in his eyes.
Never in her eighteen years had she seen her dad cry.
She didn’t like it.
“I love you, dad.”
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His voice broken with emotion as he tried to respond. “To the stars.”
Val sat for several minutes. The tears rolled down
her face. No forcing, no open weeping. Simply let all
her pain, grief, and guilt escape. Then, finally, as she
undressed her clothes dropped onto the carpet and the
weight of her secrets fell away with them. Yet her
parents’ pain still clung to her bones. She stood in her
underwear and, for the first time in nearly two weeks,
she didn’t have to worry about anyone catching her.
The hiding was over. She slipped into her pyjamas
and climbed into bed with the zodiac book, her Theban alphabet, pen and paper. Settling down she
opened the back and pulled out the illustration of the
woman she’d seen in her dream. Staring at her face,
Val drifted off.
*
Morning came too quickly. Val tentatively opened her
eyes to the daylight and was shocked to find her mum
sitting on the end of her bed.
“Morning,” Val croaked.
“Morning. What are you going to do today?” Susan asked hesitantly.
“I’m going to work.” She sat up.
Susan’s fingers wrung her skirt into clumps.
“What if someone recognises you and takes you
away?”
Val placed a hand on her mums. “Firstly, I work
in the most boring place in Britain. Secondly, I have
no friends who don’t already know what I can do.
Thirdly, if any relatives had recognised me they
would have already called you and finally, no one
came knocking our door down last night, so I think
we’re probably in the clear. Have you watched the
news this morning?”
“Yes.”
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“Did they say they knew who the girl was?” She
swung out her legs and stretched to standing.
“No. It seems they have four different pictures of
girls now, none of which are you. It’s all getting a
little confusing. Seems your friends did as they promised.”
Val knew that this was Sam’s doing. “Yes it does.
That’s good news. I have to get on with my life. This
will all be over soon and then we can forget it ever
happened,” she said opening her wardrobe.
“I don’t think it’s going to be that simple. This is
all so… bizarre, and out of control. The news people
will be trying their hardest to find you. And until all
those tattoos have disappeared, you’ll still have more
of the…weird…stuff…” Susan trailed off, lost for
words, but her expression spoke a million of them.
“I promise you, if something happens to me today, I’ll contact you straight away.” She hugged her
mum reassuringly. “Where’s Dad?”
“He left early. He’s still doing that cash job.”
“See? Dad’s gone to work.”
“It’s not the same.” Susan shook her head. “But if
you are going to work, I don’t care how special you
are, you still need to eat breakfast.” She rose.
Val grinned. “Saving the world one meal at a
time.”

Chapter 22
You’re What!

A

t Susan’s insistence, Val had worn sunglasses
and Jason’s baseball cap on her way to work.
However, it didn’t take long for her to notice
she was attracting more attention at the bus stop at
eight in the morning with them on than without them.
‘Clearly the best form of disguise is looking like a
normal teenager,’ she thought.
Opening the bookshop, Val hoped today might
shed some light on what was really happening to her.
Although, annoyingly, the morning trade had been the
busiest she’d ever experienced. It wasn’t until late
afternoon before she could site down, alone, and do
some research. She placed the zodiac book and the
Theban alphabet from her bag onto the counter, and
began to translate it. Luckily the first paragraph
seemed to be intact.
‘This book is written for the eyes of The Thirteen. The star child, and the sisters and brothers sent
to guard the doorway, never to allow him to return.’
Was that the thirteen people she had been saving?
Was she one of the thirteen? Who was the star child?
And who was this him? Was it Excariot? If he had
returned, was that why he was haunting her dreams?
She should make notes, and Google would definitely
come in handy.
‘The Thirteen must live and ‘V, daughter to the
star man and moon mother, must lead us home to
safety.’
“Star man, moon mother, V?” she muttered to
herself. Am I V?
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Val knew the backwards y symbol in the centre of
her tattoo was Theban for the letter ‘V’ and her name
began with a ‘V.’ Was that a connection or simply a
coincidence? Would she be the last person that needed saving? Maybe the last person would be this ‘star
child’? If it was her, then how did her mum and dad
fit into this? They couldn’t be the star man and moon
mother from a book written before they were even
born. And she knew she was their daughter. She had
proof in the form of some very graphic pictures of her
birth. She felt so confused. Whilst she sat trying to
digest the information, Fran arrived.
As she strolled up to the counter, Val had to admit
Fran was almost as glamorous as Delta. Her auburn
hair hung loose, in perfect curls over her shoulders
onto her pale green t-shirt. The colour of her trousers
and trainers matched her outfit perfectly. Val glanced
down at her ripped jeans and V for Vendetta top with
the word ‘Disobey’ in bright red stamped across it
and sighed internally at her lack of fashion sense.
“Afternoon,” Fran greeted her. “So this is where
you work.”
“It is.” Val smiled. “What brings you here?”
“Please don’t repeat this but men talking army is
boring,” Fran said fiddling with the books on the
counter. “Last Wish and Testament - I loved this one.
So funny.”
“Was Sam there?” Val asked, acting nonchalant.
“Do you mean ‘the hunk?’ Oh my goodness, I
thought my eyes had died and gone to heaven. Don’t
get me wrong Val, Jason’s the one for me, but what is
it about that guy? And he smells divine.”
“He seemed nice.” Val took a few books and
placed them on a trolley.
“Nice?” Fran laughed.
“What!” She flashed her a glance.
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“Nothing. If that’s how you see him… but if I
remember correctly you said, and I quote, he was the
‘man of your dreams?’”
“No, he was the man in my dreams. It was a
genuine mistake. Do you think he thinks I’m crazy for
saying that?”
“Why would you care? He’s just ‘nice.’” Fran
grinned. “Plus, you have bigger issues to think
about.”
“You’re right. I need to focus on what’s going to
happen to me now I’ve been, and am still, on the national news.” Val picked up the zodiac book. “And I
have this to translate.”
“What does it say?” Fran asked.
“Gibberish at the minute. Something about a star
child, a star man and moon mother and I think someone called ‘V.’ Which may or may not be me.” Val
looked quizzically at Fran.
“Can I ask a question?”
“Shoot.”
“How do you know this zodiac book’s correct?
That what you’re reading is even true or meant for
you? From what Jason and Shane have told me,
you’ve been tricked in the past.”
“I have, but the book’s spine has changed in direct relation to my tattoo. Plus, it had no words in it
when I caught my finger on the clasp and now it’s
half full of this language called Theban. So I’m pretty
sure it has something to do with me. I’m just not sure
how.”
“Okay, but what do —” Fran was cut short by
Delta’s arrival.
“Howdy, girls.” She floated elegantly across the
wooden floorboards and leaned on the counter.
“How’s my favourite alien?”
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“Fine until someone recognises me and has me
experimented on.”
“We should set you up a Facebook page, ‘hero for
hire’. Make you a public figure.” She pulled out her
phone. “If you have a social presence then the government can’t hide you.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Val asked.
“No. We may need to Photoshop your profile picture.” She winked at Val.
“I have a sword and I’m not afraid to use it on
you,” Val warned.
Delta wagged her finger. “First rule of heroes,
you never kill. Even I know that.”
“Who said I was going to kill you? You’d be
amazed what you can live through.”
Fran interrupted. “I hate to cut in, but what do we
do now?”
“Sorry, you’re new to this, we wait,” Val said.
“What for?” Fran asked.
“I still have three symbols on my arm, this isn’t
over yet. And I have a book that may give me some
answers, if I can make sense of it.”
“Fran, it’ll only be a matter of time before she
pops off.” Delta clicked her fingers as the doorbell
rang and Mr. Gallymore entered.
“I’ll get that book for you right away.” Val
smiled.
“Thank you.” Delta linked arms with Fran.
“Mr. Gallymore! How are you?” Val walked
round the counter.
“I thought you were going to get a book for this
young lady, right away.” He eyeballed Delta.
“I am,” Val replied.
“No, you’re speaking to me.” He shuffled round
the counter, unlocked the private door and disappeared.
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“Wow, that’s a million-dollar personality,” Delta
laughed.
“Shush, he might hear you.” Val nudged her as
she passed.
“Hey,” Delta complained. “Fossilised bosses
aside, I was popping in to say I’d see you later. I’m
meeting with my mom while she’s here in between
facelifts.” She pulled her face taut. “And she’s visiting dad if she has time.”
“God, I’m sorry, I was so wrapped up in me. How
is your dad?” Val enquired.
“Good. He should be able to go back to work
soon.”
“That’s great news.”
“Uh huh. If you need me, call,” Delta said.
“I’ll walk with you.” Fran joined her. “I have to
go and help Jason prepare some torture he has
planned for Val, after work. Tell me more about the
zodiac book when you come over.”
The door closed behind the girls and Val was
alone again and desperate to translate more, but she
couldn’t risk Mr. Gallymore catching her not working. The only option was to rest it on her lap, ready to
shove it into her bag if he came out the private door.
She’d hardly turned the first page when the door
opened again and Wendy marched in looking extremely agitated.
“Wow, you read quickly,” Val commented,
pushing the zodiac book into her bag.
“I’m not here for a book,” she said.
“How can I help you then?” Val asked, feeling
uneasy.
“I came back for our coffee yesterday afternoon,
but the shop was closed.”
“I can explain.”
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“Don’t bother, I saw you on YouTube, hanging
off a rollercoaster,” Wendy said.
Val gave a strained laugh. “You’re wrong, but
I’m not surprised. Even my mum commented how
much that girl looked like me.”
“I’ve been looking at your face for thirteen years;
I know it was you. So tell me, what are you going to
do about it?”
“Look, Wendy, you’re walking into something
that really isn’t what it seems. It wasn’t me.” Val considered knocking Wendy unconscious with a large
book and making a break for it.
“If you’re not going to admit it then I’m going to
have to be more direct. I didn’t expect things to go the
way they have, but it’s okay.” She stepped closer. “I
know you think I’m creepy and don’t want to be my
friend, but I have knowledge that could help you.”
Wendy’s eyes searched Val’s face intently.
“For the last time it wasn’t me you saw.” Val felt
uncomfortable with Wendy’s change of direction.
Maybe her mum was right; she wasn’t safe at the
bookshop.
“Fine, then simply humour me by listening for a
minute.”
“I don’t seem to have a choice, do I? You have
me cornered,” Val replied.
“I guess I do.” Wendy acknowledged. “I’ve been
trying to talk to you for days about this, since you
made your appearance in Key West actually, although
that one was a lot less obvious. But this time you’ve
made yourself... so… visible, I need to intervene.”
“It wasn’t me.” The words came out hollow, Val
didn’t even believe the tone herself.
Wendy took a deep breath. “Let’s get to the point
here, I’m a witch.”
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“Stop.” Val raised a hand. “I don’t want to know
your crazy little secrets.”
To her utter amazement Wendy slammed her fist
down on the counter. “I’m going to ignore your sarcasm because you need to hear what I have to say.
Like it or not Witchcraft has been in my family for
generations. There’s proof that the Whitmore family
line goes back to the Essex witch trials of 1645;
where my great, great, great, you get the idea, grandmother Silvia protected witches from the Witchfinder
General.” Wendy paused; composing herself.
“Okay,” Val said, still unsure how to deal with
this situation.
“One of the most powerful covens in Essex, were
saved by Silvia, and rewarded her and our blood-line
with the gift of clairvoyance, which means clear of
sight or fortune-teller. In books passed down secretly
from one generation of Whitmore witches to the next
were stories of this coven. It was based in a town
called Manningtree, and after surviving the witch trials they were mysteriously murdered; all thirteen
members slaughtered in one night. But, they’d put a
plan in place. That all future Whitmore witches be
guardians to someone very special. A star child.”
With those last three words Val was glad she was
perched on her stool. “A star child?” Thirteen people,
1645, the alarm for the bookshop, repeated in her
head over and over.
“Yes. Now, jump forward to thirteen years ago
when I was brought to Arcsdale as a child. My mother
wanted me to go to one specific school, and she wanted me to make friends with one girl.” Wendy was
making Val more uncomfortable with every word.
“That girl was you. She talked about how special you
were all the time. I tried so hard to get close to you,
but you made it impossible.” Wendy’s eyes seemed to
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bore into Val’s. “I failed, and now you’ve made this
terrible error. You’ve left me no choice but to come to
you with all I know. Val, I am your guardian.”
For a few seconds, Val could only gape at Wendy. Was she insane? How on earth had this happened?
Wendy a guardian? This had to be joke. She could
only weigh six stone.
“Let’s get this straight: you’re telling me you’ve
always known I was different. For thirteen years?
And you’re a witch who’s supposed to protect me?
And in all your wisdom you didn’t think to tell me
until I made an appearance on national TV?” Val felt
a tightening in her chest as she strode round the counter. “Twenty-two people died on a plane. So, if you
are who you say you are, where were you when I
needed a guardian?” Val thought she might explode.
Anger began to course through her. She had to calm
down; the last thing she needed was Wendy being
blown through the bookshop doors by her uncontrollable powers.
“I’m genuinely sorry, but I wasn’t meant to interfere unless there was no other option.” Wendy said.
“But I’m here now.”
“Interfere? Are you kidding me! Do you know
what I’ve been through?” Val’s face was only inches
from Wendy’s.
“Some of it, but not all.”
“Wendy, if you have any common sense you’ll
get away from me.”
“I can’t, I have to stay with you. It’s my destiny.”
“Okay guardian, what’s your special power?
What can you do to protect me, witch? Can you walk
through fire, cause earthquakes, or breathe under water? Maybe you want to be famous for knowing the
disappearing girl? Or you could bring those twentytwo people who died in the plane crash back from the
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dead! Reading a few books about witchcraft doesn’t
give you the right to come and babble craziness at me.
If you are my true guardian, then you suck.” She
poked Wendy in the chest, pushing her backwards.
“No, you’re getting this all wrong. I’m not here to
solve your problems; I’m here to teach you the ways
of the craft. Show you glimpses of the future,” Wendy
said.
“If you could see the future then you should have
known that this wasn’t going to go well for you! How
do I know you’re not another one of the nutcases
who’ve taken great pleasure in locking me underground with explosive gas, or who tried to strangle
me right here on the floor?” Val pointed and a gust of
air blasted past her hand knocking several books off
the trolley. She had to get rid of Wendy and fast - she
was losing it. “Get the hell out!”
She forced Wendy towards the door.
“Please stop,” Wendy pleaded, grabbing the door
handle. “Val, there’s a traitor coming. I’ll come back
and explain more when you’re calmer.”
“Calmer!” Val couldn’t believe how mad she felt.
Her body ached with the pressure, and she wanted
Wendy away from her and away from the bookshop.
Then, she spotted what Wendy was doing. The
door handle was freezing over, like sheet ice. Was
this Wendy’s power? “Stop that,” Val ordered.
“What?” Wendy cried.
“That.” She reached out to grab Wendy’s hand.
As they touched, she instantly knew she’d made a
huge mistake.
The next thing Val was aware of was bitter cold.
She was sitting on the floor of a storeroom, surrounded by stacks of blue plastic chairs. Glancing up her
gaze was met by that of a shocked-looking Wendy.

Chapter 23
Disco On Ice

V

al couldn’t believe they’d teleported. She’d
been so enraged by Wendy’s confession that
she’d missed the pain in her arm. She felt stupid for believing Wendy had frozen the door handle,
when it was clearly a reflection of her next destination. Val glanced at her arm. The symbol for Scorpio
was inflamed, a water sign. That would explain the
ice.
Wendy was staring at Val, her mouth slightly
ajar.
Val had to compose herself. There was much
more at stake here than her annoyance at Wendy’s
witch speech. “Are you alright?”
“I am.” Wendy nodded.
At least Wendy had a better stomach for this than
Delta. “Anything hurt? Do you feel sick?”
Wendy shook her head. “How did we get here?”
“We teleported. I can’t tell you how because I
don’t understand the mechanics myself. I promise I’ll
explain everything, but first I have to do my… thing.”
“Your thing?”
“Yes. You see when I teleport, it’s because someone needs my help.”
“In a storeroom?” Wendy looked around.
She was right. They’d arrived in a freezing cold
storeroom full of blue plastic chairs, stacked ten high.
“No. I’m guessing they’ll be beyond the door,” Val
said. Strangely she was beginning to find Wendy’s
calmness unnerving. “If you want to scream and run,
that’s understandable.”
“I’m good.” Wendy nodded.
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“Okay, I guess now we’re here I can admit it was
me on YouTube.”
She grinned. “I know.”
Val was relieved to see Wendy smile. “Come on,
let’s get out of here,” she said peeking out the door.
As they slipped out the storeroom a spotlight fired
up. Dancing towards them it changed from red to
green then blue until it reflected off a mirror-ball suspended high above their heads. Seventies disco music
began to play and several double doors opened as
people started to pour in. They’d arrived at an ice
rink.
A man’s voice boomed over the loudspeakers.
“Welcome to all of Kitty and Tilly’s guests.” The
crowd let out a cheer. “We hope you’ve enjoyed the
champagne warm-up and you’re ready for the next
part of the ladies’ joint thirtieth birthday party.” Another whoop echoed around the rink. “Can I remind
you to please skate responsibly and the buses will be
collecting you at eight to head out for your Newcastle
nightclub crawl. Without further ado, I’ll pass you
over to your music master, DJ Coca Cabana.”
“A mid-week party – is that going to be a problem?” Wendy asked.
“No more than usual,” Val said, glancing around.
“Does this place look familiar to you?”
“Yes. We’ve been here before.”
“We have?”
“Danielle Cox’s sixth birthday party. You fell
over a lot.” Wendy’s lip rose slightly, as she pulled
her curls into a loose ponytail.
“Oh God, I remember now, Whitley Ice Rink.
That was a painful party. I think I still have some of
the bruises.”
“Now we know where we are, what should we
do?”
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“We wait. Someone here will need me, and it’s
my job to protect them.”
“Like you did in Skegness?”
“Hopefully, this time I’ll get to keep my feet on
the ground, but yes,” Val gave a pained grin.
“I’m guessing heights aren’t your thing,” Wendy
said.
“Not really.” Val popped in her earpiece in time
to hear Sam’s voice.
“Val, can you hear me?”
A shiver ran down her spine. “Uh huh. Yup. I
can.” Get a grip.
“Who are you talking to?” Wendy looked around.
“Sam, he’s in my ear. Don’t worry.” From Wendy’s expression Val could tell that it made her sound
like she could hear voices.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “We have your position.”
“We’re fine, we know where we are. It’s the ice
rink in Whitley.”
“Who’s we?” He asked, his voice becoming edgy.
“Wendy’s with me.”
“Wendy who?”
“Wendy Whitmore. We went to school together.
She was at the bookshop and got caught in my teleport. Long story for another time.”
“You’re with Wendy Whitmore in Whitley.”
There was a pause. Val had to agree it sounded like a
joke. “Is she alright?”
“Physically, yes.”
“Do you have your equipment with you?”
“Yeah, I’ve got everything.”
“Do not use your sword on the ice.”
Val understood this to mean everyone would be
electrocuted. “Thanks for the heads up. Who’s with
you?”
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“Shane, Jason, and Fran. Is that ABBA I can
hear?”
“It’s a joint thirtieth birthday. Right now, Kitty,
Tilly and all their friends are taking part in a seventies
dress-up disco on ice, which makes things a little
more complicated. And add to that the fact they’ve
been drinking.” Val approached the barrier scanning
for anyone suspicious. Wendy followed.
“This is really bad, there must be fifty John
Travolta look-alikes,” Val said captivated by the
dancing-on-ice extravaganza unfolding before her. It
was going to be harder than usual to spot someone out
of place.
“Anyone look in trouble?” Jason chirped up from
the background.
“Not the sort I can help with.” Val frowned at a
pink afro the size of a beach ball as it bobbed past.
“Wait a minute. Wendy, can you see him?”
“Do you mean the tall man in the long beige
trench coat, standing in the middle of the ice rink staring at you?”
“That’s the one. I need to check him out.” Val
had to admit this was the first time her aggressor had
been so blatantly obvious. She needed to move with
caution.
“This is your thing then,” Wendy said.
“Yup.” Val stepped out onto the ice. Her left foot
shot forward while her right didn’t respond, which
left her twisted, scrambling for the barrier and Wendy’s hands.
“Oy.” An angry attendant skated over to her and
firmly assisted Val off the ice. “Skates on or you’re
off!”
Val apologised.
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“I see you still have it.” Wendy grinned weakly.
“By the way, he’s not moved an inch although I think
he’s laughing at you.”
Val glanced over her shoulder. Wendy was right.
“Get some skates on and get him, Val,” Sam said
in her ear. “Before he can hurt someone.”
“I wish it was that simple. What if he’s not alone?
Or he’s not the one and it’s another trick? He needs to
make a move.” She marched round the outside of the
rink to the boot booth. Keeping a close eye on her
stalker she requested skates.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Wendy asked,
as Val laced them up.
“If you’re going to stick around, you need to
know it’s never a good idea.” She edged her way
around the barrier again and placed a tentative skate
on the ice. “Oh dear God, I’m going to die!” she exclaimed as her legs began to split to the Bee Gee’s
“Staying Alive.” It took all her strength to bring them
back together.
Wendy held her hands from the other side as she
steadied herself.
“You can go home if you want,” Val said. “It’s
not too late.”
“I’ll wait, if that’s okay. You might need my assistance.”
“Here I go,” she said as she shuffled into the disco slipstream.
“How’s it going?” Shane asked.
“Not well,” Val replied shuffling like a wind-up
robot. “This is impossible. I’ll never get to him like
this.”
“Why don’t you use your powers?” Jason asked.
“This place is packed. I could hurt someone - or
some hero might decide to scrum the disappearing girl
off the TV to the ground.”
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“She’s right; the last thing she needs is panic, or
unwanted attention,” Shane chipped in.
“Yes, I agree,” Sam added.
Val’s response to their comments was a loud
squeal as her legs flew into the air and she landed
with a thud on her backside, with a force that rattled
her whole body.
“You okay?” Sam asked as the others chorused
their concern in the background.
“Do you need a hand?” Wendy called from the
barrier.
“All good.” Val groaned and swivelled, pushing
herself onto her hands and knees, wondering how on
earth she was going to stand up. She was seriously
considering scooting to the man on her bottom when
she felt a pair of hands go under her arms and she was
sliding forwards being lifted onto her feet.
Before she could panic a voice greeted her. “Hello, alien.”
“Delta!” Val attempted to turn.
“Stay calm. I know my presence is overwhelming.”
Guiding Val like a small child, they glided effortlessly across the ice.
“How did you know where I was?” Val could cry
she was so pleased to see her friend.
“Sam called to tell me you’d teleported, and I was
nearby, so I came to give you a hand, although I
didn’t expect it to be literally. Can you believe it - I
saw that awful girl, Wendy. What are the chances of
her being here, stalker?”
“The chances are actually pretty high. I brought
her here by accident. I also have something to tell you
about Wendy, she told me she’s a witch… like a real
one.”
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“Why am I not surprised?” Delta replied, gracefully directing Val around the corner of the rink.
“Shame she can’t magically remember my name,” she
grumbled.
“Be nice.”
“Forgetting the female version of Harry Potter,
what are we doing here?”
“There’s a guy who’s been watching me from the
centre of the ice since I arrived.”
Delta looked around. “The one in the trench coat?
Seriously.”
“I know. I think they’ve given up on discretion. I
need you to get me to him. I can use my powers when
I’m close enough. But I can’t risk getting people’s
attention until I’m sure who I’m supposed to be saving, and that he has no accomplice,” Val said as they
circled.
“Your wish is my command.” Delta guided Val in
ever decreasing circles towards the centre, weaving
through the other skaters.
As they got closer the man changed his fixation
from Val to an Olivia Newton-John look-alike who
was spinning in a circle under the disco ball, hands
linked with another woman dressed in flared jeans
and a purple fur jacket.
“Here we go. Get me in as close as you can, then
push and get out of here,” Val ordered.
“Will do.”
As they moved in, Val saw her stalker pull something from his coat pocket.
“Now,” she instructed, bending slightly to keep
her balance as Delta pushed her in his direction.
“Go get him.”
Val was closing in as she began to lose speed,
gradually coming to a halt, still several feet away.
“Damn it,” she protested, as a glimmer of light reflect
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off the object the man had pulled from his pocket. He
was brandishing a knife and was going to reach the
woman before Val.
Her stomach knotted, this wasn’t the plan. She
had to do something fast. It was time to use her powers. Concerns of being seen gone, Val focused her
energy into her hands and began to create a flow of
air, which swirled around her feet, but as the intensity
grew, she couldn’t steady herself. Her feet began to
part, and her hands flew out to the sides, unintentionally blowing two skaters on either side of her several
feet away. Val was stuck in a jumping-jack position.
Then she started to fall. Collapsing backward, she hit
the ice. A sharp, stabbing pain ran the length of her
spine, and she yelled in anger, struggling back onto
her knees.
Desperately scrambling forward, she waved her
arms and shouted, “Hey! You,” at the top of her lungs
hoping to get the women’s attention.
“Val, talk to me,” Sam said, but she didn’t have
time to chat. She tried to rise, but ended back on her
knees, helplessly crawling on all fours across the ice.
Screaming for anyone to see what was about to happen, but the music was too loud. There were skaters
falling all over the place. She simply looked like a
partygoer who’d had too much to drink.
The man drew back the knife at waist height.
“Stop!” Val pleaded. Thrusting her hands forward, she released another gust of air that sent several
skaters flying off their feet like bowling pins in the
hope that one of them would hit him. But it still
wasn’t enough to stop him. She needed focus, not
clumsy panic. She’d never had to use her powers consciously in a crowded room before.
“Val!” Sam yelled into her ear.
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She was going to fail, and the woman was going
to die. Placing her hands on the ice she began to push
her energy into the rink. The surface under her hands
moved and shifted, but it was too late.
He grinned at her, and made his move.
As Val watched in growing horror, she spotted
Delta skating toward the attacker. “No!” a guttural
scream escaped as her friend moved gracefully across
the ice. The edge of the knife flashed once, the blade
thrust forward, and Delta was there to take its full
force. Thrown sideways by the blow, no longer graceful, she fell; her head ricocheting off the ice.
The pain filling Val was like nothing she’d ever
felt. It exploded at every nerve ending, rumbling
through her. Her whole body began to shake. The ice
below her fractured as the frozen rink rose up and she
began to slide on the upsurge towards Delta’s body.
Val could no longer hear the music, or the partygoers’ screams.
The assailant was skating away, but she put a stop
to that. Her fist slammed into the ice and a crack, ran
the length of the rink till it caught him. The sound of
contorting metal filled the air, as it broke away from
the barriers and crashed, like a wave, into the centre.
His body swallowed by a mass of ice.
Crawling to her friend’s side Val threw herself
protectively across her.
The woman who’d been the original target was
also attempting to approach.
“Val!”
She turned to see Wendy shuffling towards her.
“Delta’s hurt. We need to get help,” Wendy said,
edging closer.
“It should’ve been me,” Val repeated. “It should
have been me.”
“That may be true, but you need to calm down.”
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Her head felt like it would explode with the anger
that was coursing through her. “I can’t stop my powers.”
The ice rumbled again. A second wave of hysteria
rippled around the rink.
The woman Delta had saved inched closer. “Your
friend needs medical assistance. I’m a nurse; I can
help her.”
Wendy reached out her hand, resting it on Val’s.
Its warmth made her flinch. “You have to let her look
at Delta’s wound before it’s too late.”
Val could see the blood pooling around Delta’s
body. This was all wrong. She’d made a mess of everything.
“Help her.” Val sobbed reaching out for Wendy’s
hand in an attempt steady her own.
Wendy wrapped a protective arm around her.
The nurse quickly began to examine Delta. “I
need your help. Take this jacket and apply pressure.”
The woman reached out for Val’s hand.
“No!” she cried, but it was too late.

Chapter 24
To Trust or Not To Trust?

L

anding on her knees the cold, hard floor jarred
Val’s body. Palms flat on the glass of the
bookshop door, she glanced nervously over her
shoulder expecting Mr. Gallymore to be standing
there, but there was no one in sight. The bookshop
was empty, quiet, and eerily still.
“Wendy, Wendy?” She called - then waited.
There was no reply. Her companion had obviously
been left behind at the ice-rink. At least Val had the
reassurance that Wendy knew where she was.
Her hands dropped onto her lap, leaving bloodied
prints behind. It was Delta’s blood. She wiped them
nervously up and down the sides of her jeans and began to cry.
The phone rang from behind the counter and she
scrambled up. It was her mum. She let it go to voice
mail. There was no way she could tell her Delta had
been stabbed. Grabbing a handful of tissues, she attempted to remove the rest of the blood as Sam
arrived.
“Christ Val, are you alright?” He strode over to
her.
“Delta got stabbed, and I couldn’t help her,” she
cried. “You’re the soldiers. It should be you and
Shane out there saving people not me.”
“It’s going to be okay.”
“No, it’s not. I need to get to Delta. Can you take
me?”
“Jason and Fran are on their way to the ice rink.
As soon as they know what’s going on, we can decide
what to do then.” He squeezed her hand, and the
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warmth was so intense it lingered on her cold skin.
“You’re freezing.” He quickly pulled off his jacket
and wrapped it around her shoulders. Val wanted to
disappear into its soft silk lining and never surface
again.
She met his gaze and held out her blood-stained
palms. “It’s Delta’s blood. There was so much of it.”
Sam’s eyes softened. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
He reached into his satchel and pulled out an antiseptic wipe. “Be prepared, that’s my moto.”
“Clearly.”
He placed the cold wipe onto Val’s palm and began to gently remove the blood.
“Val, Shane told me what you were capable of,
but what I heard at the ice rink was way more than
that. People were screaming in fear. All the signals
from the computers, trackers and mobiles got scrambled. What happened?”
“I was so focused on not drawing attention to myself. I should’ve stopped him sooner. Then Delta got
stabbed and I couldn’t control my powers. They were
in control of me. Doing things, I wouldn’t dream of.”
She shuddered at the memory.
“Listen to me; you’ve only had these abilities for
a couple of weeks. You can’t be this hard on yourself.
There’s no manual. Cut yourself some slack.”
“But there’s no room for slack. If it hadn’t been
for Wendy calming me, I think I would still be there,
not letting anyone touch Delta. And she’d be —” Val
stopped.
“Ah yes, Wendy Whitmore. Why was she with
you again?”
Val was impressed by how smoothly Sam had
changed the subject.
“She came here to confess to being a witch and
got caught as I teleported.” Val said.

The Return to Alchany · 287

Sam frowned. “Elaborate?”
“Wendy told me about some witch trials in Essex
in 1645 and how her ancestor Sylvia saved a powerful
coven. As a reward, her family was given the ability
to see the future, and she’s my guardian. Please don’t
quote me on this, it’s been a tough day.”
“The witch trials part is spot on; this is fascinating.”
“Fascinating? I went to school with Wendy and
one thing she’s never been is fascinating.”
“Wait! You have a guardian assigned to you from
1645, who can tell the future, and you don’t think
that’s mind blowing?” His eyes had become bright
with intrigue.
“Delusional was the words that popped into my
head.”
“Val, the drawings I sent of the woman with the
tattoo originated from Essex circa 1645.” Sam rummaged around in his satchel and showed Val the
picture. “This one.”
There she was, the woman that looked just like
her. Her arm exposed and in the centre of her shoulder the backwards y.
“To me this all makes sense. You shouldn’t dismiss this girl so easily.”
Val felt uneasy. “I guess there could be a connection. Was this woman in a coven?”
“I’ve no idea. I doubt they had members’ lists in
those days. It was far too dangerous.”
“Speaking of dangerous, Wendy said that a traitor
was coming. What do you think she meant?”
“Call her and ask. I’d offer you my phone, but
you scrambled it.”
“I don’t have her number and sorry about the
phone.” Val blushed.
“Then let’s go to her house.”
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“I don’t know where she lives.” Val was now
pushing dust around on the floor with her shoe, hoping this line of questioning would soon be over.
“I’m guessing by the fact she’s not here that you
left her at the ice rink?”
“Yes.”
“Right. Soon as we hear from Jason we need to
find her.”
“I was pretty awful to her earlier.”
Sam drew his jacket tighter around her shoulders.
“Look, if Wendy really is who she says she is, I think
there’s very little you can do to put her off. This girl
has waited to tell you she’s your guardian for how
many years?”
“About thirteen.” Thirteen years of not telling
someone a secret, Val couldn’t imagine how that must
feel. The slightest thing happened to her and she was
messaging Delta.
“I would bet money she’d be open to your apology.” His face lightened as if he knew she needed to
see a smile.
“I hope so.” If this was all true, Val couldn’t imagine what Wendy had been through, but she would
find out and make it right.
*
Jason and Fran arrived at the ice rink to find ambulances, police and hysterical people in fancy dress.
Fran quickly grabbed a woman by the arm. “What’s
happened?” she asked.
“That girl off the TV… she was here, went mad
and broke the ice.” The woman tried to get out of
Fran’s grip, but Fran wasn’t ready to let her go.
“Anyone get hurt?” Fran demanded.
“Yeah. She blew everything up and buried some
guy in the ice, and another girl got stabbed. Then the
freak disappeared into thin air.”
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“What did the girl that got stabbed look like?”
Fran tightened her grip, dreading the answer.
“Blonde, overdressed.”
She released the woman, who mumbled some
abuse and ran off.
Jason was busy chatting to a man dressed in a
pink sequined jumpsuit when Fran grabbed at his
jacket sleeve. “We have a problem. I think Delta’s
hurt.”
“Let’s go find her.” He took Fran’s hand and
guided them through the oncoming crowd.
The full extent of Val’s anger was apparent the
moment they entered the rink. The ice had been completely cracked from one side to the other and had
amassed in a strange form of pyramid in the centre.
“I think your friend may be getting more powerful.” Fran gave Jason a concerned glance.
“At least we can see how she knocked out all our
devices. Sam is going to need to get some seriously
good tech to deal with her if she gets mad like this
again. Look over there.” Jason pointed to a pool of
blood.
“That’s scary,” she said.
“That’s an understatement.”
They headed back outside, in search of Delta. As
they mingled with the crowd, an American accent
called to them.
“Hey y’all. Have you guys come to rescue me?”
“Delta!” Jason pushed past a couple of men
dressed as Village People to find a paler than usual
Delta lying elegantly on a stretcher.
She gave him a weak smile.
“Are you alright?” Fran asked, taking her hand.
“It’s just a graze.” Delta pulled at her top to show
an elongated bandage wrapped around her side.
“Nothing compared to the lump on my head. Do you
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think it’ll be worse tomorrow?” Delta pulled up her
fringe to show a small egg on her forehead. “Fran, do
you have any make-up on you?”
“No, sorry. What happened?”
“Some guy stabbed me. Luckily, he had to get
through some serious Chanel knitwear. The very attractive paramedic said it saved my life.”
“But there was so much blood on the ice…”
“I know. He said the fact that I bled straight onto
the ice made it appear ten times worse.”
“Makes sense. What now?” Fran asked.
“I have to go to the hospital for some injections.
Someone mentioned a dirty knife. Where’s Val?”
“She’s back at the bookshop with Sam, we hope.
We’ll come with you to the hospital. Can I borrow
your phone?” Delta pointed to her bag resting on the
end of the stretcher.
“Thanks. Val killed all of ours.”
*
Val’s mobile rang. Delta’s name flashed on the
screen. “Oh my god, I was so worried,” she blurted,
“Are you okay?” She paused. “Hi Jason. But all the
blood? Saved by Chanel – only Delta. Okay. See you
there.” She hung up and called to Sam, who was engrossed in a pile of old books stacked by the water
cooler. “We need to go to the hospital.”
“Is she okay?”
“Stitches. Seems it looked far worse than it was,”
she said as the doorbell rang and Wendy entered.
“You’re here.” Val rushed over. “Are you alright?”
Wendy blushed as Val hugged her enthusiastically.
“I’m fine. Val, I’d like you to meet my mum.”
Wendy stepped aside to allow her mum in.
“Hello,” she greeted Val with a firm handshake.
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As they stood together, the resemblance between
Wendy and her mum was striking. Val now had two
sets of piercing green eyes staring at her.
“Hello, Mrs. Whitmore. I remember you from
school. I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am for
what I’ve put Wendy through,” Val said.
“Please don’t apologise.”
“Hi.” Sam joined them.
“Sorry, this is Sam, he knows everything, and I
mean everything.” Val introduced them.
Mrs Whitmore shook his hand.
“I hope you don’t mind me asking, but how did
you know about Val?” He asked.
“We’ve known about her for twenty-four generations.” Mrs Whitmore smiled, undoing the buttons on
her jacket. “We have century old books and astrological charts to guide us. Once we saw the correct
alignment, we moved to Arcsdale for Val’s birth. It
was your public appearances that forced us to reveal
ourselves. Seeing you on the news made it impossible
for us to continue protecting you without your
knowledge. I’m truly sorry we couldn’t give you
more time to adjust.”
“Who am I?” Val asked, almost hoping she’d flip
out a PowerPoint presentation.
“Like I told you earlier, you’re special,” Wendy
said.
“Because of the tattoo?” Val asked. At last someone was going to tell her what this thing was.
“What tattoo?” Wendy and her mum looked perplexed.
“This.” Val lifted her sleeve to reveal the last two
symbols. “It was much more impressive a few days
ago. It had thirteen symbols. A zodiac circle to be
exact.”
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“I’ve no idea where this is from. Although the
larger symbol is the letter ‘V’ in Theban,” Wendy
said.
“Well, everything that’s happened to me over the
past couple of weeks, the reason you saw me on TV,
has come about because of this tattoo.”
“We’ll research it straight away.” Mrs Whitmore
said. “Wendy you’ll need to protect Val until we find
some answers.”
“Protect me from what, if not this tattoo?” Val
felt a sense of despair. She was back to square one
with no answers.
“There are no records of who attacked and murdered the original coven. The one that sent us on this
quest. All we know for sure is that whoever it was,
would eventually come for you, and at such time we
were to step in.”
“Could it be Excariot?” Val asked.
“That name doesn’t sound familiar,” Mrs
Whitmore said, and would have carried on, if it
wasn’t for Val’s mobile ringing.
She apologised to them before answering.
“Delta?” Val grinned. “Yes, I’ll pay for your dry
cleaning bill. I’m sorry about what happened. Are you
okay? I know - Jason told me you needed to go to the
hospital.” She began to laugh. “No, I don’t have any
foundation. We can be there in about fifteen. Bye for
now.”
“Is she okay?” Wendy asked.
“Yes, she’s at the hospital with Jason and Fran.
We need to go pick her up. Wendy, Mrs Whitmore, I
want to find out everything I can from you. Would
you come with us?” Val didn’t want to spend a second away from the two people who knew so much
about her.
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“I’ve a few errands to run now you’re officially
our responsibility. Wendy can go. She’ll answer all
your questions.” Mrs Whitmore said.
“Is that okay with you, Wendy?”
“That would be wonderful,” Wendy beamed.
Val locked up. She needed to know everything
Wendy could tell her and get to her best friend. Her
head was spinning with questions as they stepped out
onto the street.
“Slight problem, ladies,” Sam said as they
reached the curb.
“What’s that?” Val asked.
“Sandy, only has two seats,” he said, pointing at a
small racing-green sports car.
“Sorry, did you just say ‘Sandy’?” Val stared at
the car. Wendy let out a giggle, and Val couldn’t help
but join her.
“Hey, she’s a TVR Sagaris,” Sam grumbled, but
Val could see his pleasure at making Wendy relax.
“We can take mine if you like,” Wendy offered,
looking to her mum. “Is that alright with you?”
“Yes. Go and help Val.” She handed over the
keys, and headed off down the High Street.
“Then it’s sorted. We go in Wendy’s car. Where
is it?” Val asked as they moved along the path.
“Here.” Wendy indicated to what looked like a
little boy’s toy van.
“It’s a Morris Traveller.” Sam stood at the side of
the road, and for a moment Val wasn’t sure he was
going to get in.
Wendy went around unlocking the doors. “Is that
a problem?”
Sam followed her, his face slowly breaking into a
boyish grin. “No. I’m jealous.” His hand caressed the
wooden panelling as he climbed in. “How did you get
this gem?”
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She blushed. “Oh. It’s sort of a family heirloom.”
Wendy placed the key in the ignition and it turned
over first try.
Val jumped in and shut the door. “Whose was it?”
“It was my dad’s.” Wendy pulled out.
“Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t realise he’d passed away,”
Val said.
“I’m not sure if he has or hasn’t, he ran out on us
when I was five, couldn’t cope with the family quest.
The only thing he left my mum was this car. I keep it
as a reminder of my mission in life.”
Val was tempted for a moment to feel sorry for
Wendy, but actually she was more inspired by her
resilience and wanted her to know it. “Seems today
your mission is sitting right next to you. It’s time you
became my guardian. Tell me everything you know.”

Chapter 25
Visionary

“I

guess I should start at the beginning,” Wendy said pulling into the traffic. “When we
moved to Arcsdale, my mother told me I was
here to do great things, that I had a path to walk. I was
only five, but I couldn’t wait to meet you, and the day
I did was the most exciting of my life. There you were
in the playground, feet away from me. I wanted to
squeal with joy at seeing you in the flesh. In my eyes
you were a princess.” Wendy glanced across at Val.
“Don’t judge.”
Val raised her hands. “Totally not.”
“Good. With all my heart I wished we could’ve
been friends, but at the same time I’m glad we
weren’t. You see, to protect someone, to be objective
and proactive you need to keep your distance. Val,
one day I’m going to save your life, and on that day
I’ll be ready. Not because we shared coffee and lipstick, but because I took my mission and yours
seriously. This isn’t a game. You’re destined to do
great things.”
“Me, great things.” Val wasn’t sure whether to
laugh or cry at this point. “I got my best friend
stabbed.”
Wendy shook her head. “Move past the guilt you
carry. Take the lessons you’re given and learn from
them. Understand that it’s not personal. A knife in
your friend could as easily have been a knife in you or
me. You didn’t push her in front of that blade. I was
there; she took that risk herself to save the woman.
The people who’ve attacked you clearly aren’t bothered who they hurt, and they’ve failed once again
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thanks to Delta. The nurse is alive. I’m guessing every time you’ve lost one of your symbols you saved
someone?”
“I have.”
“Good to know. What you must also accept is that
I’m here to keep you on track. Although from what I
can see you’ve done a damn good job so far.”
“On track for what? If you’re not here because of
the tattoo and Excariot, what else is supposed to happen to me? I wanted to get rid of the symbols and go
back to normal. You’re talking like there’ll never be a
normal again.”
“Define normal? Do you think my life is any less
normal than yours?”
Val was silent for a moment. “I guess not.”
“Since we left sixth form, it’s been harder for me
to keep track of you, and I would’ve continued watching from a distance if you hadn’t revealed yourself.
That was my normal. Embrace your life. A tall order I
know, but I’m here to guide you using my visions,
and direct you in the ways of the craft. If you work
with me, I promise you’ll have a new normal. One
you can learn to live with - even enjoy.”
Sam piped up. “Can you tell me more about your
visions?”
“Sure. I guess the most important part is - I don’t
have control over them, but when it happens I see images, hear messages or sometimes I simply get a gut
feeling.”
“How long have you had them?” Sam leaned
forward between the seats.
Wendy stiffened, visibly nervous at his closeness
and cleared her throat. “I’ve had them all my life, but
they’ve always been for Val.”
“In what way?” Val asked.
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“Do you remember the time you were hit in the
head by a cricket ball during PE?”
Val touched the spot on her head. “How could I
forget? It knocked me out.”
“I saw that a week before it happened.”
“And you didn’t think to throw yourself in front
of it? What sort of guardian are you?”
Wendy’s eyes darted towards her. “I couldn’t. I
was sworn to stay back until you needed me.”
Val smiled. “Relax, I’m kidding. Left turn up
ahead - we’ll go in the emergency car park; it’s
quicker.”
“Good idea.” Wendy followed Val’s instructions.
“What have you seen recently?” Sam asked.
“I sensed the closeness of a traitor.”
“Did you see their face?” Val asked. If these visions were anything like her dreams, she actually felt
like Wendy and her might have a common ground.
“No. When I had the vision there was a darkened
figure behind you, arms wrapped around your body
like heavy chains weighing you down.”
“How does that tell you they’re a traitor?” Val
asked as they pulled up to some traffic lights.
Wendy turned to face her. “Because it was an oppressive energy, yet you weren’t fighting. You were
simply letting it drain you. That only happens when
one party isn’t aware of the betrayal. It’s like slowly
being drowned by someone you love and not fighting
back because your trust is blind.”
Someone I love. Val tensed at the thought it was
even possible. She could count on one hand the people she loved, and none of them would betray her. Or
would they? “That’s worrying. I was hoping you were
talking about Excariot, but I definitely don’t love him.
Maybe you’re mistaken, because he’s the one causing
all this trouble.”
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“The light’s green,” Sam interrupted.
Wendy returned her focus to the road as they continued on. “Maybe. Tell me about him.”
“He’s been visiting my dreams. I think he’s doing
that thing we talked about yesterday, the astral projection. His first visit was a little creepy. The second
one, he tried to kill me with an ice dagger.”
“That’s scary,” Wendy said, full of concern.
“No, scary is a green, four-eyed cat the size of a
lion with vice-like teeth, chasing you down an endless
corridor.”
“Oh my goodness, how on earth did you escape?”
“I saved her,” Sam interrupted.
Val’s head snapped round. “You remember!”
“No, I was taking credit for your dream version of
me,” he said, shifting awkwardly back into his seat.
“Right, dream Sam.” Val hoped he couldn’t hear
the disappointment in her voice.
“Has Excariot told you what he wants?” Wendy
asked as she pulled into the parking bay.
“Not specifically. Somehow, he’s connected to
everything. He knows where I’ve been, who I’ve
saved, and there’s a link between him and the people
who keep attacking me – they know who I am. It’s
like they’re all one and the same. But I don’t think he
would get his hands dirty for a second, so there has to
be another connection. Maybe he’s visiting them in
their dreams as well. Telling them what to do to me?
My worst fear right now is that he’s going to turn up
in person. Since you told me about the astral projection, he hasn’t visited my dreams. I get the distinct
feeling he knows that next time I fall asleep I’ll be
better prepared to deal with him. Or that I’ll at least
know that he’s an unwelcome visitor.”
“You should consider how he’s getting his information.” Wendy glanced past Val to the car door.
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“You also have to get out. No central locking in this
baby.”
“Class over technology every time,” Sam said,
climbing out of the back.
Val strode round the car. “If you have another vision, you must tell me.”
“Oh, you’ll know.” Wendy shrugged awkwardly.
When they arrived at the hospital reception, Val
asked for Miss. Troughton, and they were directed to
a side room. As they entered, Delta, Jason and Fran
greeted them.
“Took your time there, alien,” Delta teased.
“Stop moaning, Yankee.” Val threw her arms
around her best friend, hugging her until she moaned
in pain and asked to be freed.
“I thought I’d lost you,” Val said.
“Lose me? Geez, this is Arcsdale not Alaska.”
Val went to hug her again, but Delta raised a hand.
“No more. Ten stitches.”
“Ouch! I’m sorry.” Val stepped back.
“I’ll let you off because you bought eye candy
with you.” She smiled at Sam. “And for some reason,
I’m sure you’ll explain, Wendy as well.”
“Hi Val. Going to introduce me to your friend?”
Fran asked.
“Wendy, this is Fran. She’s Jason’s girlfriend.
Fran, this is Wendy, my guardian, who happens to be
a clairvoyant.” Wendy blushed and Val grinned. “I’m
guessing you don’t get introduced like that very often.”
“Wow, guardian and clairvoyant makes Jason’s
girlfriend sound a little lame.” Fran picked up her bag
leaving a vacant chair for Wendy.
“Hey, being my girlfriend needs some serious superpowers.” Jason wrapped his arm around her waist
and squeezed.
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Wendy sat down. “Fran, I’m sure you have your
own skills. Every star shines, you just have to have
your eyes open to see it.”
“I prefer her version.” Fran pulled free of Jason
and joined Wendy.
He huffed playfully. “Great to see you, Val. You
owe me a mobile phone.”
“I get it. I blew up the equipment.”
“Where’s my dad, Sam?”
“He stayed at the tattoo parlour to try and fix the
equipment.”
Val frowned at them both. “Changing the subject,
does anyone know what happened to the guy who did
this? Did he get arrested?”
Jason sat down on the edge of the bed. “You
don’t remember?”
“Not really. I remember Delta falling to the
ground, then being back at the bookshop.”
“Are you sure you want to know?” Fran shifted
on her seat and glanced nervously at Jason.
“Yes.”
“You buried him in ice. Most of the ice in the ice
rink to be precise. He’s critical,” Jason said.
“Oh my God. That’s terrible.” Val knew she was
out of control, but to nearly kill someone was unacceptable.
“You did what you had to. That man stabbed
me,” Delta said as the door opened and the gang was
greeted by an elderly doctor.
“Miss Troughton, I’m Dr Hendrick.” He peered at
Delta’s chart
“Can I leave?” she asked.
“I need to check a few things first.”
“Jason, that’s our cue to exit, let’s go get some
drinks.” Sam instructed, guiding him out of the room.
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Val watch on in amusement as the poor doctor attempted to extract information from Delta, who was
visibly unimpressed. She complained openly at the
fact she’d have to wait for yet another injection. As he
left he reassured her a nurse would be round in ten
minutes.
“Delta, chill. I could do with a rest,” Val said
perching on the bed.
“You know how much these places freak me out.
Wendy do you have any foundation?”
Wendy looked to the others for support. “No.”
“Does no one in this country give a damn how
they look?”
Val couldn’t help but grin.
There was a knock on the door. “Is it safe?” Sam
called.
“All clear,” Val replied.
Sam and Jason entered with a tray full of coffee
and cookies.
“Delta, triple chocolate chip?” Sam offered her
one.
“A man with taste – there is a God.” She rested
back on the bed to eat it.
The silence that filled the room as they ate and
drank felt curiously comforting. The sort of quiet that
only comes with a group of close friends.
Once the nurse had been and gone, Delta attempted to stand. Sam steadied her. “I’ve been given
permission to leave, now can we please get the hell
out of this place?”
“Shouldn’t your mum come to collect you?” Val
took Delta’s other arm.
“She’s having a massage I believe.” Delta glanced
down at her watch. “Or possibly eating sushi. Either
way she’s busy.”
“Have you even told her you’re here?” Val asked.
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“I’m eighteen. I’m not alone. What would you
like me to say? Hi Mom, I got stabbed trying to save a
woman at the ice rink.” Delta signalled for Fran to
pick up her bag, which was under the chair.
“At least a text,” Val said as a shot of heat
throbbed through her arm.
She pulled up her sleeve as a woman’s strangled
scream filled the room.
“Did anyone hear that?” Val looked around.
“What?” Sam asked.
“A woman screamed and… now she’s calling for
help.”
Jason shook his head. “I can’t hear anything.”
“I’m going again.” Val warned. “It’s the final zodiac symbol. Taurus.”
Delta took a step away. “Don’t you dare touch
me.”
Sam locked the door.
“She’s getting louder,” Val raised her voice, inspecting anything with a reflection.
“What are you doing?” Sam asked.
“There.” Val pointed at Wendy.
“What, me?” Wendy stood.
“She’s on your necklace.”
Wendy grabbed the large silver pendant around
her neck and pulled it over her head. “Here.” She
threw it to Val.
“Shouldn’t we talk about this?” Sam said as Val
caught it and disappeared.
*
The pendant clacked on the sterile hospital floor.
“Wow,” Wendy said, picking it up, “That’s never
going to grow old.”
“Who has a working phone?” Sam demanded.
Jason waved a bedazzled device. “It’s Delta’s.”
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“Call her.” Sam pulled an electronic tablet from
his satchel and began tapping.
Jason dialled, and everyone turned to look at the
bag that started ringing on the bed. “That would be
Val’s bag with her phone inside.”
“Can I point out, Sam, that this is usual.” Delta
sighed.
“Luckily, I’m used to working with people who
sometimes need a little help in remembering their
equipment.”
“Where is she?” Jason leaned over Sam’s shoulder.
“Here.” He tilted the screen. “Look familiar?”
“I don’t understand,” Jason said. “She’s back at
the bookshop. Why is she back at the bookshop?”
“Have we ever known why Val’s been at that ridiculous place?” Delta buttoned her jacket. “At least
we can get to her quickly.” She pulled her car keys
and paused. “Is my car here?”
“No, Jason and I came in the ambulance.”
“We can take mine.” Wendy jangled her keys.
“Great, but before we all run off, Val always returns to the place she disappears from,” Jason said.
“He’s right.” Sam agreed. “Wendy, can you stay
here and wait for her to return?”
“Of course,” she said.
“I’ll stay with her,” Fran added.
Delta unlocked the door. “Awesome, we have a
plan. Jason, Sam and I will go and help Val. Let’s
grab a taxi.”
“Delta are you up to going? You just got ten
stitches?” Fran asked.
“You can try and stop me, but I strongly urge you
to let me go save my best friend,” Delta said and exited.
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Jason kissed Fran. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye
on her.”
*
Val hit the branch with a groan, spun forwards like a
drunken acrobat and dropped, hitting the pavement as
an elderly woman passed under the tree. Reacting to
the fallen teenager the woman struck at Val with her
handbag.
“Stupid girl!” she grumbled, trundling away.
“Sorry,” Val called after her.
Picking herself up Val realised she was outside
the bookshop. Why was she back here? Then a
strained call for help reached her and she knew.
Val followed the cries around the edge of the
building to a narrow passage. Several feet in, she
spotted a woman on the ground, her head tipped back
as she called out in pain. Venturing closer, Val could
make out her hugely pregnant stomach covered in a
loose green floral dress. She hurried to her side, but
stayed acutely aware of her surroundings, alert for
any danger.
“What are you doing here?” she asked kneeling
down. The woman stared at her with fearful eyes and
clutched her belly as she cried out again. Her dark
skin was dripping with beads of sweat. Her face
scrunched in pain. Thick, black, curls clung onto her
skin as she babbled in a language Val couldn’t understand.
“Por favour ayuda me, voy a tener mi bebe.”
“I. am. Val.” She sounded out each word slowly,
finishing with an exaggerated smile. “I can help.”
“Yo soy Eva. Help, baby,” the woman said
through gritted teeth.
“Why are you here?” Val asked, pointing at the
pavement in the hope Eva would understand.
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Eva opened her hand, and in it was a crumpled
business card. She offered it to Val. It was the number
of a local taxi firm. “El conductor me dejo aqui.”
From Eva’s hand signals, she had to assume the
taxi driver had dumped her there. “Can you walk?”
Val walked her fingers across her palm.
“No!” Eva shook her head fiercely as she began
to breathe heavily again.
Val reached into her pockets for her phone, which
wasn’t there. She knew Delta would have something
to say about that, but first she needed to get Eva into
the safety of the bookshop. She couldn’t have her baby out here in the open.
“Por-favor ajude me,” she wept, then gripped
Val’s hand like a vice, and began screaming again.
As Val watched Eva’s agony, all she could think
was that this was the best advert for contraception
she’d ever seen.
“It’s going to be okay,” Val reassured her, but in
all honesty, she felt completely out of her depth.
Right now, another adventure on the rollercoaster was
looking good.
After several minutes of Eva’s heavy breathing,
Val pointed at the wall next to them. “I work here.”
Eva seemed to understand. “I need to go find someone to help us.”
She wanted to stand, but Eva gripped her hand
harder.
“Val, is that you?” She heard Delta’s call.
“Help has arrived.” Val beamed at Eva. “Over
here.”
“Well, hello there,” Delta said.
“I’m so glad you’re here. Eva’s having a baby.
We need to get her into the bookshop.”
“You should’ve called.” Delta waved Val’s mobile.
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Val took the phone. “Are you sure you should be
here? You’ve been stabbed and stitched up.”
“You know I’ve already been asked that, and I
wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Delta said. “Sam,
Jason, she’s down here,” she called.
“Call an ambulance,” Val said.
“I’m on it.” Delta began to dial.
“Seems our villain took off after dumping Eva
here in mid labour, which is about right for their level
of sickness,” Val said.
“Por Dios.” Eva gripped Val’s hand as another
contraction started, a blue spark passed between them
and Val was back at the hospital.
*
“Argh!” Fran squealed, stumbling backwards as
Val landed on her, and they both collapsed onto the
bed.
“Interesting entrance. I’m surprised to see you
back so soon.” Wendy offered them a hand up.
“That makes two of us. That was so weird!” Val
forced her fingers through her hair. “I don’t understand. There was a pregnant woman called Eva, in
labour outside the bookshop. Get this; she’d been
dumped by a taxi driver.”
“scumbag,” Fran said, pushing herself up.
“I know. Then as soon as the others arrived, I
came back. We need to get back to the bookshop.
This isn’t over.”
Wendy stumbled, then gripped Val’s arms. “Sorry!”
Trapped in her hold, Val was shocked by her
strength. However, more frightening was the fact that
Wendy’s eyes had turned chalky white. “Jesus, you’re
freaking me out. What’s wrong with you?” Val demanded as Wendy’s head snapped sharply left, then
right.

The Return to Alchany · 307

Finally, it returned to the centre, where Wendy
glared at Val. “You have failed.” A deep voice that
definitely wasn’t Wendy’s spoke to her.
“What makes you say that?” Val asked.
“The baby’s in danger. The evil one is out and the
traitor’s in position.”
Wendy’s grip loosened releasing Val and she
slumped sideways onto the bed.
“Please tell me you know what that was?” Fran
sounded as overwhelmed as Val felt.
“I believe that was my guardian in action. Fran,
we need to get back to the bookshop fast. I’m going to
make a call you wake her up.”
Val stepped into the corridor to call Shane. Their
conversation was short and sweet. He’d already spoken to Sam and reassured her he would head to the
bookshop as soon as possible.
Then she called Delta. “Where are you? Good
you got in. I won’t ask how Sam knew the number to
the alarm system or… cracked the lock.” Val sighed.
“Listen, Wendy had a vision. You need to protect
Eva. I’m coming, but so is Excariot. Tell Sam and
Jason to be ready, and if Mr. Gallymore appears tell
him to go hide.”
She went back into the room. Wendy was sitting
on the bed while Fran marched around.
“What’s up?” Val asked.
“What Wendy said – do you think she’s right?
Because my boyfriend’s inside that bookshop and I
can tell you he’s no traitor.”
“I agree, I’ve trusted all of them with my life and
I’m still here. We need to find out what’s going on.
It’s time to go.”
*
Val was surprised as they pulled up outside the
bookshop; she’d expected to see an ambulance, yet it
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was eerily quiet. Crossing the pavement, that changed
when they were met by a blood-curdling scream.
“What on earth was that?” Fran shot Val a worried glance as they climbed the steps.
“That’s Eva.”
Jason opened the door. “You alright?” he asked,
wrapping Fran in an embrace.
“I will be when this is over.”
Val greeted the others. Then crouched down at
Eva’s side. “Hello again,” she said. Eva’s expression
was full of genuine fear and confusion. “I know I disappeared and you’re scared. I also know you don’t
understand what I’m saying, but believe me when I
say, I’m here to help.”
Eva’s face was dripping with sweat. “Help,” she
nodded.
“Where’s that ambulance?” Val called to Delta.
“I called. There’s been a massive accident on the
Banbury road, said they would get to us as soon as
they could, I’ll try again.”
“Thanks. Why isn’t Shane here. What’s taking
him so long?”
Sam passed Eva a cup of water. “He’ll get here.”
“I’ll put the kettle on, looks like we’ll need hot
water and towels. Where are they, Val?” Fran asked.
“There’s some hand towels in the store cupboard
at the back of the shop, and I think there might be an
old blanket.” Eva grimaced as another contraction
started.
“I know where it is, come on.” Wendy led Fran
off.
Val couldn’t bear the thought that Eva was having
her baby on the floor of a bookshop because of her.
“Do you have any family near here?” she asked.
Maybe they could find the father in time for the birth.
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Eva panted and her belly heaved. “Familia,” she
groaned.
“Where?” Val wanted to scream as well. Eva was
crushing her hand.
“Brazil.”
Val’s thoughts of getting them here in time for the
birth flew out the window. “Sam, can’t we get her
into Wendy’s car?”
Sam wiped the sweat from Eva’s brow. “It’s too
late. We had to carry her in. I don’t know how long
she’s been in labour, but her contractions are far too
close together. We need to keep her comfortable and
wait for help.”
He gave her another sip of water.
Eva let out a gush of breath. “Gracias.” Her body
relaxed momentarily. Then stiffened as Val groaned
loudly.
“Ow!” She exhaled as a sharp pain pinched at her
upper arm. Lifting her sleeve, she could see the final
tattoo, the Theban ‘V’, glowing red. “Oh God, not
more.”
“What’s wrong?” Delta asked.
“My last tattoo, look at it. I’m going again. This is
insane. Delta, sit with Eva please. I’ll be back soon.”
Val stood and began to hunt for what she prayed
was her final save. This was it. It could all be over
with one more mission. She moved with purpose
around the bookshop. Strangely, there was no distinguishable sound this time. Was this last tattoo
different from the others she wondered?
Passing the doorway, Val spotted Shane on his
way up the steps.
“Shane’s here,” she said.
Pushing the door open for him, she disappeared.
Chapter 26
When a Child is Born
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Shane stood for a moment taking in the scene. It
resembled a nightmare version of the nativity. Next to
the water cooler, a pregnant woman in the throes of
labour, gripped Delta’s hand for dear life, while Fran
and Wendy attempted to make her more comfortable.
Jason was poised with a boiled kettle in hand, and
Sam was tapping on his tablet. “Hi. Where did Val
go?” he asked.
“I’ll have her as soon as she lands,” Sam said, as
a flash of light appeared. A rip by the doorway
opened and Val stumbled out, coming to a halt with
the help of Shane’s firm grip.
*
“What am I doing back here?” Val looked around
in surprise.
“Good question.” Shane steadied her.
“Help.” Fran interrupted and Eva punctuated her
request with an agonised wail. “Tell me you know
what to do?”
“Why didn’t you call an ambulance?” he asked.
“I have, three times. They’re on their way,” Delta
replied.
Val watched in bewilderment as the others continued chatting and Wendy introduced herself to
Shane. “Guys, hello, I’m here. That means one of you
is in real danger.”
“Like at the ice rink?” Wendy asked.
“And the plane, and the burning building. This is
my last symbol; something really bad is going to happen. I can feel it, but to who and when, I have no
idea.”
Timed to perfection Eva cried out again. Her
body curled up in agony.
“Val, you’re going to have to wait. Hi, I’m
Shane.” He knelt at Eva’s knees.
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“She’s from Brazil,” Fran said, pulling Eva’s
fringe from her face as she began to pant again.
“Gracias.” She raised a weary smile.
“Hola, me llamo Shane.” He removed his jacket
and raising her hips slightly he placed it under Eva’s
lower back. “Has roto aguas?” he asked.
Eva nodded.
“Hace cuanto tiempo?”
“Seis horas.”
“This baby’s coming. Her waters broke six hours
ago. I need you to push for me.” Shane paused.
“Empuje. That’s the word.”
“Si,” Eva responded between groans.
“I didn’t know they taught midwifery and Spanish
at tattoo school,” Delta said.
“I lived in Spain and delivered my son,” Shane
responded. “Anything else?”
“Nobody ask for details, please,” Jason said, his
face flushing with embarrassment.
“Wendy, hand me those towels. If anyone’s
squeamish now would be a good time to stand back.”
Delta walked away.
“Doesn’t having a baby take a lot longer than
this?” Jason asked as Eva began to wail again.
“Son, some babies can take days to arrive. Others,
the time it takes the lift to travel from the ground floor
of the hospital to the maternity ward.”
Everyone’s attention was focused on Eva, and it
was making Val uneasy. “Sam, this isn’t right, we’re
leaving ourselves exposed, the baby’s in danger.
Wendy had this vision and I’m afraid for all of us,”
she said.
“Take a breath. If someone tries to attack we’re
ready. We have the position of power. They’ll have to
get through that door, and trust me no one’s coming
in,” he reassured her.
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“No disrespect. I teleported here so it’s going to
happen. You haven’t been around long enough to
know how things work, and I can tell you I’ve never
had the position of power, door or no door.” Val
pulled out her sword. She should ready herself. As it
extended Eva started to jabber hysterically at her.
“Put that thing away,” Shane ordered. “You’re
scaring her.”
“But Shane…”
“Do it, now.”
Val pocketed it, begrudgingly, only because everyone was glaring at her. They wouldn’t be so upset
when she was busy saving their lives from the unknown evil that was coming.
“Uno mas, one more push,” Shane instructed.
Eva gave a nod. Gripping Fran’s hand tightly, she
let out a deep groan. The room was palpable with expectation as she laboured on. Val had to admit she’d
never heard anything like it. This woman was giving
every last bit of herself, and all they could do was
watch. Considering how many people were in the
bookshop trying to assist her, this was a one-woman
job.
Shane leaned forward. “I can see a head.”
Val held her breath as Eva’s gritted groan became
an open scream of agony while Shane continued to
encourage her.
Then it stopped.
The bookshop fell into silence.
Shane dropped back onto his heels. “Congratulations, it’s a boy, es un niño,” he grinned as the baby
let out its first cry. “Towel.”
Wendy handed one to him. “He’s so perfect,” she
gushed.
“Do you want to cut the cord?” Jason asked pulling a penknife out of a bowl of boiling water.
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There was a pause while Shane wrapped the baby.
“There isn’t one.” He looked up at Val. “This baby
has no umbilical cord.”
“Mi bebe?” Eva interrupted.
“Of course.” Shane gently lowered the baby into
Eva’s arms.
“No umbilical cord,” Val said, as Shane rose to
meet her, wiping his hands on a towel. “Was it broken?”
She felt stupid even saying those words.
Shane took her arm and guided her towards the
counter. “There was nothing to cut. He had a perfectly
formed belly button.”
“How’s that even possible?” she asked.
“It’s not.”
Past Shane, Val spotted Delta pushing a key into
the door marked private. “Just a minute, Shane. Delta,
what are you doing?”
“I think it’s time Daddy got to see his baby,” Delta replied, opening the door. “Oh yes, and I quit my
day job as your babysitter.”
“What are you talking about?” Val asked approaching the counter.
“I’m sure you understand the word – daddy,
you’re so dependant on yours you’ll probably never
leave home,” Delta said, a venom and distaste in her
voice that had everyone except Eva on their feet. Her
friend grinned in satisfaction as she stepped aside,
allowing Mr. Gallymore to exit.
Val couldn’t believe what was happening. Was
this it? Was Delta the traitor, but how? Why? She had
to be under someone’s influence? Maybe it was magic, a spell. Delta would never betray her willingly.
“Mr. Gallymore, I’m really –”
“Be silent,” he said as he shuffled round the counter and made his way across the bookshop towards
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Eva. Everyone watching on in confused awe as the
slowly moving, aged gentleman bent down at her side
and Wendy backed away towards the others. They all
watched in bewilderment as he observed the child
with satisfaction. “Delta, come and take my child.”
He beckoned her over.
Delta circled the counter.
Val felt like her brain was going to explode. How
did he know Delta’s name? Was the decrepit
bookshop owner the big evil? It had to be magic.
“Stop.” She stood in Delta’s way. “You’re under a
spell… or… something. We can fix this.”
Delta squared up to Val. “Listen carefully, I’m
only going to tell you this once. I’m not possessed or
under any kind of spell. Don’t you get it? I want to
help him. I’m desperate for you to fail. So much so, I
took a knife to make sure you did.”
“What do you mean? We didn’t fail, we saved
those people.”
“Let it go, you’ve lost.” Delta sidestepped.
“Don’t walk away from me!” Val grabbed her
arm.
“Get off.”
“Stop playing with her.” Mr. Gallymore ordered,
pointing a crooked finger at Val, whose feet were instantly glued in place by an invisible force. Delta
pulled free and Val’s attempts to follow left her swaying uncontrollably like in tethered balloon.
“Nobody’s taking that baby.” Shane strode past
Val.
Mr. Gallymore glanced up. Catching Shane in his
sights he gave a dismissive flick of his hand and
Shane lifted off the floor like a paper bag. One more
twitch of his fingers and Shane was out of Delta’s
way; his body colliding with the counter to gasps of
horror from the others.
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“Stop!” Fran screamed as Jason made a dash towards Delta, but Mr. Gallymore delivered another
effortless blow. Thrown in the opposite direction, Jason crashed into the front door.
As her friends were scattered, Val tried desperately to break free.
“Give me the baby,” Delta ordered.
“No!” Eva cried out attempting to keep a hold of
her child, but Delta took a grip and with one swift
pull, she had the boy in her arms.
“Wendy! Help me!” Val shouted.
Wendy dashed forward and grabbed her hands,
tugging hard.
“That’s not what I was thinking of.” Val swayed
as Wendy tugged again.
“Be patient,” she snapped. “Per virtutem tres,” –
Wendy tugged a third time – “dimittes eam liberam.”
Val was suddenly released and stumbling forward. “Thanks Wendy.” She flexed her hands feeling
her insides begin to hum as she gathered her stride.
“Mr. Gallymore, I think you should leave while you
still can.”
“What a thoughtful offer, Val, or should I call
you, V? Although my favourite nickname for you is
‘Reject.’” He began to laugh as Sam, who seemed to
appear out of nowhere, came at him from the left.
With a twist of his wrist, Mr. Gallymore slammed
Sam’s body down onto the wooden floorboards. Val
heard him groan as he was dragged by an invisible
force across the bookshop, knocking Wendy off her
feet.
“Enough!” Val shouted, her hands rose and a
cloud of dust lifted off the floor. She could feel the air
rushing past her, her intention was to blow him
through the bookshop wall.

316 · G L TWYNHAM

“Ah-ah-ah. You won’t be using your powers on
me.” He pointed at her and she was paralysed, her
body rigid as a board. His hand raised and she was
levitated several feet off the ground.
He stretched out his other hand, palm up, and began to murmur in some strange language as a bright
yellow ball appeared in mid-air and proceeded to expand. He was creating a barrier of light cutting her,
himself, Eva, Delta and baby off from the others. She
recognised this prison all too well. It was a miniature
version of the dome from her dreams.
To her horror there was a chorus of panicked
screams as Jason’s body levitated in mid-air then
hurtled forward crashing into the dome. Lightning
engulfed him as he shook violently, crying out in pain
until he was blown free. Fran ran to his side, and
Wendy anxiously checked for a pulse.
“Attention,” Mr. Gallymore called to the others.
“He’ll survive. I simply wanted to give you a taster of
what will happen if you try to interfere.” He turned to
Val. “You know, as entertaining as Mr. Gallymore
has been, I think it’s high time you saw the real me.”
Val watched on, unable to look away as his face
began to contort and his body to vibrate. The fabric of
his existence shifted faster and faster. He was breaking up into a million pieces right in front of her eyes.
Flesh from muscle, muscle from bone. Disturbingly,
Val could see Delta observing him in amusement,
when all she could think about was screaming for it to
stop. Eventually it began to slow, and the pieces started to fit back together, and he was no longer Mr.
Gallymore.
Val’s stomach tensed. The man that stood in front
of her was in his mid-twenties. Over six feet tall, with
thick, blond hair, and wearing a skin-tight black uni-
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form, and she knew exactly who he was. The man
from her nightmares.
“Excariot,” Val seethed.
“In the flesh.” He bowed his head, a wicked grin
spreading across his face.
“Not hiding in my dreams anymore then?”
“When I can have you in real life? I’d be insane
to miss this opportunity.”
“Insane pretty well describe you.”
“V, name calling? I expected better.” His piercing
blue eyes crept over her body. “What a delectable
thing you are. Shame there’s only one of you.”
“What do you mean ‘one of me?’”
“All in good time.” His forefinger and thumb
closed, and Val wheezed as her throat began to constrict. “First, I need to thank you. You see every
person you’ve rescued every pitiful life you’ve
saved”— he paused a moment for dramatic effect —
“you’ve done for me.” He reached out and softly
stroked Val’s hair. She could feel his breath on her
cheek.
“You’re lying,” she rasped.
He clenched his hand and she gasped for breath
like a fish out of water. “Too tight? Sorry.” His fingers relaxed. “I should go back to the beginning. You
deserve to understand why you’ve been working for
me. A long time ago a coven of witches saw fit to trap
me. All because I asked them for… you. And if
they’d handed you over, none of this would have happened. But they didn’t. So when I killed a few of their
sister witches to find you they completely overreacted.”
He pushed Val’s hair behind her ear.
“And in a moment of misguided bravery, with a
spell far too powerful for such a tiny coven, to keep
you safe, they sent you to the future.” Val could hear
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the tension building in his voice. “I have to admit that
was an unexpected move.” Excariot sniffed her hair.
“Peaches… I’m right aren’t I?”
“You’re psychotic. I’m eighteen. Born here.”
His grip tightened enough to silence her.
“Please refrain from interrupting or I’ll kill your
friend’s.” He grabbed her cheek and squeezed hard.
“Back to my story. When I realised you’d gone, I confronted the witches, but unbeknownst to me they’d
created a curse in case I came seeking revenge, one
that would only be triggered if every member of the
coven should die by my hand.”
He waltzed around her. “Annoyingly they knew
me better than I knew myself, because I did kill them
all. But this is where it gets twisted. Can you imagine
what the curse was?” He cupped his hand to his ear in
front of Val’s mouth. “I can’t hear you? Don’t be shy.
Nothing? Okay I’ll fill in the blanks. They made it so
that I’d be trapped, unable to leave this lowly place or
use magic. And to make sure it was powerful enough
to last as long as I lived, one descendant in every generation of those twelve witches would meet an
untimely death. I’m guessing they never considered I
could live for four-hundred years! Over the centuries
I’ve tried to break the curse by saving them - it didn’t
change anything. Which was most frustrating. But
then, I worked it out. You see every curse has a back
door, and you, my precious V, were the key. And so I
waited for you.”
The baby had begun to cry, and Excariot shot
Delta a glance of annoyance.
“Keep it quiet,” he ordered. Delta complied, and
began to rock the baby like she was about to launch it
out of a window. “Where was I? Ah yes; the day you
pricked your finger on the zodiac book. A drop of
your blood in the right place and the clock started
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ticking. When you drenched the first man I sent here
to strangle the witches’ descendant I knew I was right,
because I began to get my powers back. Guess what
happened after that? Tell her Delta; I think she’s lost
her voice.”
“You got stronger every time Val saved someone.”
“Bingo! All you had to do to set me free was
change the fate of thirteen people, and you are the
last. If only the coven could see you now. They’d be
so disappointed. You’ve messed up on such an epic
scale. And I promise, V, when I’ve finished with you,
you’ll wish you’d left every last one of those people
to die.”
Sam began to stand up.
“Stay down,” Excariot warned. “Or I’ll snap her
neck.”
He lowered.
“Good move, handsome.” He gave Sam a nod and
winked at Val. “He’s a keeper.”
“Sucks being on the losing side, doesn’t it?” Delta
said. A warped smile spreading across her face.
Val couldn’t respond, her chest burnt with every
failed breath. Her vision began to blur; she was going
to pass out. Then she felt Excariot loosen his grip,
allowing her again to gasp for air.
“Stay awake. I couldn’t bear it if you missed my
big finale.” He tapped her cheek, then strolled towards Eva, who was curled up on the floor sobbing,
“Thanks for the baby,” he said, and with one swift
kick, she was out of the dome and on the other side of
the room where Sam’s fast reflexes managed to stop
her from hitting a bookcase. “How ironic, V, this innocent baby was meant to meet its death tonight, but
thanks to you he’ll live a full life, and so will I.”
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Excariot slowly closed his fist again and Val felt
her chest compressing. “Hard to swallow, isn’t it? The
truth I mean.”
“Finish her off and give me her powers, we had a
deal. And when you’re dead Val, I promise I’ll use
your gifts to leave a permanent reminder of you on
your family and friends.” Delta seethed.
Val’s eyes closed, and Excariot released her
weakened body to the ground.
“Truly amazing. All that ability wasted.” He
crouched down. “You know I’d love to stay and play,
but I have an appointment with some old friends, and
after such a long wait I would hate to disappoint the
crowd that’s gathering to meet me.”
Val lay at his feet, her throat on fire; through the
dome she could see Sam pulling Wendy and Eva to
one side, Fran still holding tightly onto Jason. He’d
torn them apart in a matter of minutes. She’d faced
some serious threats over the past few weeks, but
nothing like Excariot. He had powers far greater than
hers. What could she do? How could she beat him
when with a flick of his finger he had her on the floor
gasping? Then her glance met Shane’s. She could see
his lips moving.
“Finish him, you can do this,” he mouthed over
and over.
Every time he repeated it she felt a strength building inside her; as if he were willing her to get up,
begging her to stand, and she started to rise onto her
knees. Val didn’t care how long he’d been trapped.
Shane was right; she would finish him.
“Oh, it’s so endearing you think you need to
stand up to die, if you’ve any last words now would
be the time,” Excariot mocked.
“Go to hell,” she rasped.
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“Cliché, I’m disappointed,” he yelled into her
face.
Val ignored him. Her hands were vibrating with
the anger and turmoil inside her. Memories of the ice
rink and the damage she’d caused flashed into her
mind. She knew something would come from this
amount of emotion, however, with no zodiac symbol
to guide her, she wasn’t sure how it would manifest
and didn’t care as long as it hurt him.
She took a step towards him, and the air inside the
dome crackled and flickered around her. Sparks
reached out to touch her, then shied away, and for a
split second, she saw confusion in Excariot’s eyes.
That was all she needed. A window of opportunity.
She pulled her sword which extended and swiftly
thrust it towards him.
Excariot grabbed the tip and began to laugh as
sparks exploded. “Did you think you could hurt me
with your toy?” He pulled the sword out of Val’s
hand. As it retracted he glanced down in surprise, and
Val took the opportunity to smash him across the face
with all her power. The punch rocked him backwards.
His head recoiled violently. “Enough!” he shouted, drawing a hand across his bloody lip.
“Not yet.” Val threw another punch.
Excariot lunged forward blocking her. With one
hand he grabbed her collar tight while the other struck
her abdomen, and lifted her off the floor. She
screamed in agony as a sharp searing pain ran through
her. Her head dropped and Val could see the retracted
sword sticking out of her. She began to cough, her
mouth overflowing with a warm, tinny substance,
which she couldn’t stop running down her chin and
dripping onto the floor. It was her blood, which
pooled at Excariot’s feet.
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He released the sword and grabbed her limp hand.
Wrapping her fingers around the hilt he pressed
down. Val let out a bloody-curdling wail as her weapon opened inside her, exiting through her back.
Her body hanging in mid-air, he whispered into
her ear, “Die, and set me free.”
Val still wanted to fight. She wanted to strike out,
but her body refused to respond. She could hear the
others screams. Fran, Wendy and Sam struck at the
dome with their fists even though it was shocking
them. Shane sat staring straight at her, his face unmoved.
Excariot gave a final push on the sword. Their
torsos were touching. It had become impossible to
breathe. Her thoughts jumped around, and strayed to
how much she wanted her mum. He released her
body, and she crumpled to the floor at his feet. As she
took her final breath, Val could see her parents dancing outside the window of her bedroom on the night
of her birthday. Then everything went dark.

Chapter 27
Home

W

endy circled the dome and Fran followed.
No longer attacking it with her fists, the
pain was too much. However, she was far
from finished.
“Grab the other end of the book trolley.” She signalled to Fran.
Three swings, and on Wendy’s nod they launched
it. Striking the dome, the trolley became entangled
with its magnetic force causing a cascade of electrical
fireflies. The books on it exploding. Torn pages filled
the room. Any sheet that touched the dome instantly
burst into flames. Then the trolley was expelled; flying across the bookshop, it hit the counter with force.
“Stop!” Shane shouted, placing his jacket under
Eva’s head.
“Are you mad? We need to get Val. She’s dying!
What’s wrong with you?” Wendy confronted Delta
through the domes wall. “I’m going to kill you,” she
yelled.
Shane marched towards her. “I know what she
needs, and it’s not this. Stand down.” He grabbed her
firmly by the arm, then Fran, and pulled then back
towards the counter.
Excariot bent and grabbed Val’s limp body. Her
sword still protruding, blood pumped out onto the
floor as he lifted her body into the air and began to
chant.
“What the hell is he doing?” Sam demanded.
“Nothing good,” Wendy said, attempting to pull
free of Shane, but he’d rooted her to the spot. “I’m
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not even sure what language he’s using, but he’s so
powerful it could be any ancient language.”
“Take an educated guess.”
She recognised the rhythm more than the dialect
he was using. “I’d say he’s opening a doorway of
some sort.”
“To where?”
“No idea.”
There was a thud as Excariot dropped Val’s body
to the floor like a discarded toy. Her lifeless body
landed at Delta’s feet and the dome began to glow.
The light quickly grew in intensity, and they were
forced to shield their eyes.
Shane sheltered Wendy and Fran as the dome
filled the bookshop. Then the noise started; it was a
high-pitched whine. Wendy covered her ears, crying
out in pain, it was unbearable. The air in the room
began to pulse, like a human heart, loud thuds ripped
through them. It was a total sensory overload.
Then it stopped.
Wendy glanced around Shane. “They’ve gone,”
she wailed. Wrapping her arms over her head, this
couldn’t be happening, she dropped, crouching on the
floor.
“What do we do?” Fran asked.
“We help Jason and Eva, and we wait,” Shane
said, kneeling next to his son.
“Wait for what, Shane? For heaven’s sake, Val’s
just been killed in front of our eyes, I’m her guardian,
I’ve trained my whole life for this,” Wendy wept.
“Who’s going to tell her parents, there’s no body!”
“I’ll explain everything, once you’ve looked at
this,” Shane said.
*

The Return to Alchany · 325

Val gazed up at the stars peeking through the canopy
overhead as a cloaked figure leaned over her. “I see
you are finally awake.” His lips met hers.
“Wow!” She placed both hands on his chest, and
kicked back, pushing him off in a panic.
“What’s wrong?” he grumbled, pulling back his
hood.
Val couldn’t believe her eyes. “Sam? What are
you doing here?” She launched forward and hugged
him. Ecstatic to see a familiar face.
“I believe I was kissing you. Then, you pushed
me away like a wild cat. Now you are confusing me
with your embrace.”
He frowned at her.
“But I died!” Val sat back, her hands patted nervously down her body to feel for her sword. There was
nothing but nasty sackcloth. No entry hole and definitely no exit. She quickly looked around for Delta
and Excariot, but they were alone.
“V, have you been at the mead?” he asked as he
stood and brushed himself down. “You know drinking
does not agree with you.”
“What did you call me?” The Sam she knew had
never called her that.
“V, are you unwell?” He grabbed Val’s hand and
pulled her to her feet inspecting her throat. “Do you
have aches or blotches?”
“No.” She pulled at the scratchy material around
her neck and gently pushed his hand away. “Where
exactly are we?”
“Did you bump your head?” He lifted her fringe
up.
“Just answer me, please.”
“On the edge of Mistley Heath.”
She’d never heard of it. “What year is it?”
“It is the year 1645.”
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“1645!”
“Yes. Is this leading anywhere? Are you questioning me for any reason worthy of my effort? Was
your dream so tormented that you lost your mind?”
Val wished she had lost her mind, but she knew
exactly where she was. She’d somehow come back
into her dream world. “I guess it was just another
nightmare.”
“Come we must make our way back or you will
be late.” He began to pull her along. “Are you ready
for tonight?”
“To?”
“Meet with the coven.” He paused, drawing her to
him. His eyes bored into hers. They were mesmerising black pits. “Are you scared? Is this why you are
acting like the village idiot?”
“Should I be scared?” Val hoped his answer
would be a solid, no.
“Of course not, you fool.” He swiped a quick kiss
and laughed, pushing her on.
“Where are we going?”
“To your dwelling.”
*
Holding her hand, Sam guided her through the clearing. “Remember this place? Your home,” he
announced, clearly testing her sanity. Val paused; the
pond she’d seen so many times was now only feet
away.
“I do.” As Sam pulled her on, she snatched a
glimpse of her reflection. It was reassuring to see her
own face looking back.
Smoke snaked up from the rooftops towards the
night sky. And the glow of open fires emanated
through glassless windows. The scent of burnt wood
filled the air. Everything she’d seen and sensed in her
dreams came flooding back.
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Sam swiftly delivered her to the front door of a
small house. Its rippled, whitewashed walls and
thatch roof made it appealing. As he pushed the
wooden door open, a sweet floral scent rushed out
towards her. She breathed it in and appreciated the
moment of simple pleasure amidst all the confusion.
“Wyetta, she’s here. I found her sleeping in the
woods,” he called. “I think she may have been at the
mead again.”
Who was Wyetta? Val felt a deep sense of trepidation.
A dusty, brown, worn curtain on the other side of
the room lifted and a woman appeared. She was
slightly taller than Val with a long mane of dark
brown hair and as got closer, Val recognised her. This
was the woman from her dreams and the drawings
she’d been given. The woman with the backwards y
tattoo.
Wyetta reached out her hands. “Sleeping,” she
tutted.
Val instinctively took them.
To her surprise Wyetta pulled her close and embraced her. The firmness of the hug took her breath
away.
“Samuel, leave us please. We will meet with you
and the others by the pond.”
“As you wish.” His face showed his disappointment at having to leave Val.
Wyetta closed the door. “Lovesick, that’s what’s
wrong with him,” she said, placing her palm on Val’s
cheek.
Val was about to question her, when Wyetta
raised a hand. “I know you have many questions, but
you must let me speak, you will learn more,” she said,
guiding her to a handmade bench. “A good friend of
ours came to see me. Told me it was time for you to
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come home. That Excariot had broken the curse. So
you must believe me when I say V, you are not dead;
you are not dreaming; you have come here from the
future and in the words of one of your heroes, ‘with
great power comes great responsibility.’ Our friend
assured me you would understand this.”
Val stared opened mouthed at Wyetta, had she really quoted Spiderman to her. Crazy as this all was,
she felt an odd sense of relief that she may not be
dead, but how on earth had she arrived in 1645? And
how the hell was she going to get home!
“You say a friend of ours told you all this? Who
could possibly know us both?” Val asked.
“I cannot say. The ripples of time must be guarded. The person who came to help would suffer greatly
if I revealed their identity.”
“Okay. Who are you?”
“I am your true mother.”
That wasn’t the answer Val had expected. “I have
a mum.”
“I know –”
Val shook her head. “Clearly not. My mum has
graphic pictures of my birth, plus a contraction-bycontraction birth story.”
“I am sure she does. Please allow me to explain.
On the day of your initiation, my coven sent you to
the future, and there you were born to Susan and
Mike Saunders, on the twenty-ninth day of July in the
town of Arcsdale.”
How does she know all this? “That’s true. So why
am I back here?”
“We are connected magically by the Theban
symbol on your arm. It’s been with you all your life,
dormant under your skin. We placed it there so that if
Excariot ever killed you, you would return to me.
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Now he’s back and once again we are all in serious
danger.”
“Dormant tattoo, death, time travel. You expect
me to accept this?”
“I know it must seem unbelievable.”
“That’s a bit of an understatement. Does Excariot
know I’m here?” Wyetta shook her head. “You’re
telling me he still thinks I’m lying dead on the
bookshop floor.”
“Exactly. And you being here gives us the advantage. Have you discovered all your gifts?”
“If you mean powers, then yes. I wouldn’t exactly
call them gifts. Can you tell me where they’re from?”
At last she might finally get some answers.
“Some from me.” Wyetta reached into her pocket
and produced a small stone. As Val watched, Wyetta
focused, and it began to vibrate. Hovering over her
palm.
Unlike Val’s rocks in Devon, Wyetta’s didn’t explode. It simply lowered back onto her hand and she
gave it to Val.
“I blew mine up.” She pushed it deep into her
pocket.
Wyetta gave her a warm smile. “It takes many
years of practice.”
“But, if only some of my powers come from you,
then where are the others from?”
“Your father, who also had great powers.”
Wyetta’s expression changed to one of sadness.
“Had?”
“He died recently.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“He would have been very proud of you. We
talked all the time about how special you were.”
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‘One of a kind,’ Excariot’s voice echoed in her
head. “Was he a witch, like you? Are you a witch?
Am I a witch? Is it okay to say witch?”
“It is safe to say amongst our own. I am a full
witch, you are a half witch and your father was not a
witch. He was very different. I remember the night I
found him in the woods.” Wyetta smiled to herself.
“He told me he was not of this world. He’d come to
earth from the stars.”
“Wow, stop right there, are you saying my biological father was from outer space, like
an alien?”
“He was.” Wyetta gave her a nod.
“I’m from another planet!” Val dragged her hands
down her face. Part of her wanted to
throw up the other wanted to run away screaming.
Then the sledgehammer hit and Val was on her feet.
“Delta knew.”
“Who?”
“Delta, she knew all along.” Val wanted to rewind time and put all the pieces together. “God, I’m
such an idiot!”
“Who is this Delta?”
“Someone you’ll never meet. A traitor. She was
helping Excariot with the promise of getting my powers. I actually thought she might have been under a
spell, because she turned on me and she called me
alien – she knew I was from another planet.” She
wanted to scream in anger at her naivety. Her hand
shot forwards and a large blast of air blew across the
room, extinguishing the fire that burnt in the hearth.
“Damn it. Sorry. Sometimes I can’t control it.” She
shoved her hands firmly in her cloak pockets.
To Val’s surprise Wyetta laughed. “Have you
learnt a lesson from this Delta’s deceit?”
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“Yes. That even the one’s you trust the most can
trick you.”
“Then it is a good thing to have known this…
person,” she replied with kind eyes.
“Good!” Val spluttered.
“Will you ever make this mistake again?”
“No.”
“Then the lesson is learnt. And if you stay true to
what you have been shown it will never happen
again.”
“I wish I had your confidence.” Val sighed. “Tell
me more about my father. I don’t want to think about
Delta anymore.”
“Very well. Your father came here from the stars
in pursuit of Excariot.”
“Excariot’s an alien as well!”
“He is.”
“This is insane. Anyone else?”
“Not that I have met.”
“Why was he chasing Excariot?”
“Excariot is an escaped prisoner. Your father was
sent to capture him.”
“My father came here - from a prison in outer
space?”
“He did.”
“What was his name? Do I look like him?”
“He was named Gabriel, after the messenger from
God, and you have his nose. You also have your maternal grandmother’s mouth.”
Val couldn’t help but smile at the idea. “So what
happened?”
“Your father began his search for Excariot, however, there was more here for him than he’d expected.
There was me. Before we knew it, we’d fallen in love.
What happened next was unexpected. Love is such an
unstable thing; one tip of the scales and we were
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joined as one. Within days Gabriel and I knew I was
with child, and things moved quickly, more so than
normal.”
“I’m sorry, did you say with child in days? How
could you possibly know so soon?” Val was pretty
sure pregnancy tests didn’t exist in the seventeenth
century.
“Because you’re special, V. You were conceived
and born in thirteen days.”
“Thirteen days? That’s impossible.”
“On your father’s home planet it’s normal.”
“Oh my god, Shane, one of my friends from the
future just helped a woman give birth to Excariot’s
baby. It had no umbilical cord. Was it an alien?”
“I believe it was. You too had no connecting cord.
Gabriel explained that you took nutrients differently
to babies on this planet.”
“What happened next?”
“After your birth, Gabriel spent his nights tracking Excariot and his days with us. One morning when
he returned from his search, he told me he had been
summoned back to the prison. That he must leave us
forever by the next full moon, and you would have to
stay with me. I cried until I thought there were no
more tears left in my body. Then, the elders of the
village met to decide our fate. They agreed that, as
soon as you came of age, you would join the coven.
Being a witch was your birth-right. You must believe
me when I say it didn’t matter to me how fast you
grew, or where your father was from; I simply loved
you.”
Wyetta moved towards a small pot in the corner
of the room and poured two cups of steaming fluid.
She handed one to Val.
Val thanked her. As the warm liquid slipped
down her throat, she quickly realised it wasn’t a cup
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of coffee. She choked, resisting the temptation to spit
it out, seeing the concern on Wyetta’s face.
“Does warm port not sit well with you?”
“It’s yummy; it went down the wrong way,” she
said. “Keep going, ignore me.”
“One night, a messenger from one of the nearby
villages came to warn Gabriel that Excariot had been
seen. He’d heard of your existence and was searching
for you. Gabriel told me he would finally get to arrest
him and promised he would be back by morning.”
She took a moment to compose herself. “He never
returned. There were stories of a vicious battle between the two of them, and Gabriel’s life was lost.”
“Excariot killed my father!” She stiffened and
rose from the bench. Wringing her hands, she strutted
to the fireplace. “What did you do?”
“I protected you. It took you one moon cycle to
grow to the age of initiation. As you are today. During
that time, the villagers hid you.”
“Wait, you’re saying it took a month for me to
reach the age of eighteen?”
“Yes. Not much time to learn to be a mother I
must admit, but I grew strong. I made a decision that
if Gabriel wasn’t going to be with his daughter, then I
would die before Excariot found you.” Wyetta had a
sturdy resolve in her voice, and Val didn’t doubt she
would do the same for her again today if it was necessary. “Excariot seemed to disappear after Gabriel’s
death. Many believed he’d gone for good. Then it began.”
“What?”
“About a week before your initiation, witches
were discovered hanged and tortured all over the area.
So many innocent people died, but no one would betray Gabriel’s child. We readied for your initiation,
knowing the night would come when you were to be
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made a full witch. That night is tonight.” Wyetta
placed her cup down on the small wooden table.
Val remembered Excariot’s speech. He’d killed
the coven. She had to tell Wyetta. Change their future.
“You might want to stop in tonight, bad things are
going to happen…” she said.
“You’re correct, bad things did happen. Excariot
learned of our place of worship and he waited for us,
though he wasn’t prepared for the power the coven
wielded. Your father gave me weapons to meet
Excariot in battle, and I was ready. V, this is not the
first time either of us have lived this day. The first
time you escaped before initiation and the coven was
obliterated.”
“Yet, we’re talking right now?”
“Time is a line.” Wyetta reached down and drew
a line in the dirt floor. “With great power… you may
leave or join that line at a point you choose. What I
tell you was told to me by our friend who can travel
this line.”
“If you could send me to the future, why didn’t
we all go?”
“Our magic is powerful, but not powerful enough
for time travel. That was your father’s doing. His
magic came from science, and mixed with ours was
powerful enough to send only one person to be reborn
in the future.”
Wyetta started to walk around, closing wooden
shutters and readying herself to leave. She wrapped a
thick cloak around her shoulders, reached into the
pocket and pulled out a silver bracelet. “Gabriel left
this for you. He said you should wear it always.”
“It’s beautiful.” It was a simple silver band, one
half shaped in a V. She thanked Wyetta and pushed it
on. It instantly illuminated, tightening to fit snugly
around her wrist then the lights faded. “Well, that
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won’t be coming off any time soon,” she said. “So,
where do we go from here? Please tell me we’re going to deal with Excariot?”
“Yes, we are. But first we must make ready for
your initiation.”
Val felt confused. “Shouldn’t we be getting ready
for battle?”
“V, tonight the battle will come to us.”

Chapter 28
The Big Evil

T

he air was crisp and the night had drawn in as
Wyetta led Val to the pond, where a group of
men and women gathered around chatting anx-

iously.
A white-haired man greeted them. “Is she ready?”
he asked.
“Yes, brother, she is.” Wyetta reassured him.
“I’ve heard there’s been trouble in Manningtree
today,” a plump, older woman joined in, fidgeting as
if on hot coals.
Wyetta placed a hand gently on the woman’s
shoulder. “And tonight, our troubles will end. We
must head to our sacred place and make ready.”
They chorused their agreement and eagerness to
get started.
“V, you will stay with Samuel,” she said.
“No way. I’m here to save you. You have no idea
how powerful Excariot is.” Val was panicked at the
thought of them leaving without her.
“I do not doubt you will do what’s necessary
when the time comes. But for now you must trust
me.” Wyetta embraced Val and ignored her continued
complaints.
Gathering the group together she led them away.
Val paced the edge of the pond, as they disappeared. “I should be protecting them.”
“You will soon enough,” Sam reassured her.
“When?” Val persisted.
“When the moon reaches the tops of those trees
you can leave.” He pointed to the woods.
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“Will you come with me?” Surely, he didn’t expect her to be able to find them – in the dark.
“You know I can’t. I’m not one of you.”
With that statement Val’s interest piqued, and
Sam stepped closer. She could see he wanted to kiss
whoever he thought she was, but she needed more
information, without him thinking she drunk or suffering from amnesia. “What have you been doing all
day?”
“Keeping you out of trouble.” He took another
step, leaving them inches apart.
“That must be boring.”
“Never.” His lips curled in a boyish grin.
“Aside from me…” she sashayed around him.
He followed. “I have been working on a new
piece.”
A new piece of what? Did this Sam make gadgets
like the future Sam? “Can I see it?”
“Of course.” He led her towards a small house on
the far side of the pond.
As Val entered she was completely overwhelmed
by what she found. By the fire’s glow, she could see
drawings and documents covering every available
inch of the walls. She desperately wanted to ask about
each one, but knew that would raise his suspicions.
“Show me what you’re working on.”
He led her to a small wooden table, on it rested an
open book, one she would have recognised anywhere.
It was her zodiac book. But right now, it was a halffinished sketchbook. There was no clasp yet and the
pages she could see contained text on one side and a
half-finished sketch on the other.
“Is that Theban?” she asked.
“Of course. How else would I hide its content?”
Val picked it up. Lying underneath was another
half-finished picture. It was the drawing of Wyetta.
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The exact one Sam in the future had shown her. “I’ve
seen this,” she said enthusiastically.
“I think not. I started it today.”
She gave a nervous laugh placing the book back
on the table. “Do you have any drawings of Gabriel?”
“He requested I not draw him. Said there should
be no evidence of his presence here.”
“That’s a shame.” Although Val could appreciate
his reasoning.
“He was a good and brave friend. Excariot will
pay for what he did.”
“Yes, he will.” They were both agreed on that.
Through the small window above Sam’s drawing table, Val spotted the moon. “Is it time for me to leave?
The moon looks high.”
“It is.”
Sam led her back outside. As they reached the
edge of the woods, he paused, and pulled her close.
“You must go alone from here.” He placed a gentle
kiss on her cheek. “May courage, honour, and wisdom guide you to justice.”
“Wow, okay, um… may the force be with you,
always,” Val replied awkwardly. Saluting him as she
began to follow the woodland path - alone.
*
Val was alarmed at how quickly she was swallowed
by the denseness of the trees. Yet the further she
went, the more she felt at home. A sense of urgency
sprung inside her and she started to move faster,
jumping over foliage and dodging branches. Then she
spotted the loose tree root from her dream. She’d fallen here more times than she cared to remember,
however this time it wasn’t going to trip her. Tonight,
everything would change.
When she arrived at the clearing, the coven members were busy chanting; hands linked, they moved in
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a clockwise circle. A large fire burnt in the centre,
lighting their silhouettes. She couldn’t make out what
they were saying, but she knew this was it. She’d
made it. No domes of light, no screaming, and no being thrown into the air, she was going to get it right
this time – change their destinies.
Marching across the clearing, she heard a sound
that caused her to pause. She strained to pick it out
between the chants of the witches. It was a baby crying. It had to be Eva’s baby. Excariot and Delta were
here. She had to warn the others.
Val began to sprint towards the coven waving her
arms. “Stop! He’s here!” she shouted. But it was too
late. Excariot’s power lifted her body high off the
ground. Her legs and arms flailed as she cartwheeled
skyward in the wrong direction. Then crashed down
hard into a mass of foliage. Anger overwhelming her
she forced her palms into the ground, and pushed herself up to see Excariot striding forward. She quickly
raised her hands, releasing a powerful gust of air, but
he was too far away from her.
Before she could stand, Excariot had begun to
create a dome around the coven. The circular walls
rose up from the ground. Its ominous yellow glow
expanded at speed, sparking and hissing as it had back
at the bookshop. Val could hear the witches’ battle
cries as Excariot strutted around inside the dome, paralysing each one as they fearlessly attempted to
defend themselves. He dealt with them with such
ease, that soon all were motionless statues.
Val charged at the dome. She had only seconds
before it enclosed the coven inside. Skidding up to the
edge, her hands outstretched, she struck it. Shockwaves ran through her body, projecting her backwards
through the air.
The dome sealed.
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Rising onto her knees, she slammed both hands
down on the ground, digging her fingers into the
earth. Her mind focused on Excariot and everything
he’d put her and her family through, and the earth
underneath her rumbled in response to her anger. Val
replied with more energy and cracks began to appear.
“Break, damn you!” she screamed at the top of
her lungs as two deep trenches opened under each of
her hands. She glanced at the dome, but nothing had
changed. The earth inside was intact and Excariot had
spotted her.
“V, what a pleasant surprise! I thought you were a
miserable peasant in that outfit. Shame you’re on the
outside, or I would dispatch you again right now.”
Excariot called through the crackling wall. “On an
upbeat note, you’ll get to see your real mother killed
before I go back to the future and do the same to your
surrogate parents. Mike and Susan will be deliciously
easy targets.”
Val rose. “I’m going to kill you!” Unable to contain her anger, her hands gripped the dome. A surge
of energy passed through them, once again knocking
her off her feet.
“Not today.” He strolled through the paralysed
witches, until he reached Wyetta.
“Excariot, you don’t have to do this. You can
have my powers,” Val called to him.
He glanced back at her and laughed. “Do I look
like I need you anymore? Look at what I’ve created.
Give a man four hundred years to plan his revenge
and this is what you get.” He turned back to his focus,
his face inches from Wyetta’s. “You! You’re the
cause of all this. The mighty High Priestess Wyetta
and her abomination of a child. You kept me trapped
and now the beast is free. Did you not think I would
seek retribution?” The back of his hand struck Wyetta
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across the face with force, she stayed firm. “Why Gabriel mixed with a harlot like you is beyond me.”
He struck her again from the other side.
“I’m going to get in there, and you’ll wish you’d
really killed me.” Val snarled; her body shook from
the rage building inside.
“It’s time for my revenge, V. It’s time to fulfil my
destiny, so let us have a little quiet, please.” He inspected Wyetta’s face as he peeled a curl of hair from
her bloodied mouth. “Not so pretty now, are we?”
Wyetta spat a mass of blood into his face. His
hand instantly lifted to strike her again, and the dome
responded to his rage, crackling and sparking.
“You do not scare me,” Wyetta said.
His hand dropped. “I don’t want to scare you,
witch. I want to use you. Did you seriously think
binding me to your child could stop me forever? That
tonight wouldn’t happen again? I will free her, and
there is nothing you can do about it.”
Had Val heard correctly? Had Excariot said he
would free ‘her?’ So all this was about freeing someone else. A woman.
Pacing the domes perimeter searching for a way
in, Val watched Excariot. Like an orchestral conductor, with a slight movement of his hands, he
positioned each witch against the circumference, imitating the twelve points of the clock. When he’d
finished he stepped in front of the fire. Raising his left
hand above his head he began to chant. As his sleeve
dropped, Val spotted he was wearing a bracelet that
matched the one she’d received from Gabriel. Why
would he have one? What did it signify?
Excariot fell silent as a small ball of sparks began
to form above his head. Like a Catherine wheel it began to spin, and with each turn it became larger. Once

The Return to Alchany · 343

it reached the size of a cart’s wheel, it sustained itself.
Val had to admit its golden glow was mesmerising.
He caressed the energy with his fingertips. Then
allowed his bracelet to penetrate the circle of light.
After what seemed like an eternity a single beam shot
out from his creation, piercing Wyetta’s chest. She
screamed in agony as another beam fired out hitting a
witch, and another, and another, until each one was
writhing in agonizing pain. Once they’d all been hit, a
return beam looped back from each of their chests to
the circle of light.
“At last,” Excariot rejoiced. “Come to me, Lailah,
my love.” He stepped back from the fire and watched
in delirious satisfaction.
Who was Lailah? Val couldn’t imagine him loving anything, let alone a person. As she continued to
watch, a multitude of ghostly wisps entered the dome
through the circle of light Excariot had created and
she realised it must be some sort of portal. The wisps
shifted shape constantly as they swirled like tendrils
of smoke around his head. What were they? And
more importantly where were they coming from?
Val could tell from the witches’ distress that it
was only a matter of time before they all died…
again. She had to put a stop to this. Her powers hadn’t
been able to destroy the dome from the outside, and if
twelve powerful witches couldn’t defend themselves
against Excariot, she had to change her tactics. There
had to be another way in. She looked at her bracelet.
Excariot had used his to create this horror. Maybe she
could use hers to stop it.
Gabriel, please let me be on the right track. She
tentatively began to push her bracelet through the
dome’s wall. The pain was excruciating; sharp shocks
ran up and down her arm, and she was about to pull
back when the dome seemed to reach out and connect

344 · G L TWYNHAM

with her. Branches of light latched onto the bracelet
as it lit up and her hand passed through! Next, it allowed her arm to follow, her shoulder, then her face.
Halfway in, the pain lessened, and she could feel the
power of the dome flowing through her body. She
was channelling its energy.
Once inside, she hid behind the cloak of one of
the witches, crouched, watching the cream-coloured
wisps, from God knows where, thrash and churn as
they continued to pump into the dome.
So you got inside, now what? Val stared at her
hands; they’d always been her source of power, and
they were clearly Excariot’s weapons of choice as
well. She’d learnt that any element she touched could
be manipulated, and right now she needed to handle
the most powerful thing she’d ever seen: the dome.
With trepidation, she inched next to the dome’s
wall. Taking a deep breath, she placed her palm onto
it and focused hard on channelling its power, rather
than fearing it. Her whole body quickly came alive
with the dome’s energy and she felt unsteady, almost
heady with power. So this was how it felt to be Excariot. No wonder he dealt with people with such ease.
Pulling her hand from the wall, she was ecstatic to see
the energy stayed connected to her like a cord of
power.
“Lailah, soon we’ll be together again, forever,” he
called.
She needed to get closer to him. Using the floating wisps as cover Val managed to cross the dome
unnoticed until she was only a few feet away from
him. It was time to make her move. Taking one final
deep breath, Val dashed forward, praying the power
would stay connected to her.
Excariot spotted her and turned, it was too late,
she was on top of him, slamming her free hand onto
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his chest. As they connected, the dome’s immense
power surged through her, and Excariot was no longer
in control. He cried out in agony as the portal he’d
opened fragmented, exploding into a thousand pieces.
“You murdered Gabriel, and he’s the last member
of my family you’ll ever lay a hand on!” She yelled
into his face and focused harder, pumping the dome’s
energy through her and into him.
Excariot dropped to his knees.
Val was draining the dome, causing it to disintegrate around them. Suddenly the witches were free,
collapsing to the floor exhausted. Val knew she’d
done enough to stop them dying; she’d done what
Wyetta had wanted. Everything had led to this moment.
As the dome’s power waned so did Val’s, and she
struggled to keep Excariot down. Unsteadily, he rose
to his knees. Then back onto his feet.
“Die!” he yelled as his right fist swung round hitting Val square in the chest. She stumbled back and
dropped to the ground. A swift kick to her stomach
lifted her up, projecting her several feet away from
the group. Landing on all fours, her stomach exploded
in pain and she vomited.
“You can’t stop me,” he spat at her.
Val could see the wisps gather around him, creating a cloud of thick angry smoke that shifted left, then
right. He was right. She had no more to give. She’d
done all this and her reward was to die with a mother
she hardly knew, in a time and place she didn’t belong. She had saved all those innocent people in the
future, thinking she’d taken the risks for the greater
good when it had all been a lie. Her best friend had
betrayed her, and Excariot would finally have his
wish; her death. She could only hope Wyetta had a
plan to save the coven.
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Val closed her eyes and readied for the final blow
as a clap of thunder exploded over her head. Her eyes
shot open to see Sam running towards them, wielding
a silver stick the size of a wand. Out of it came beams
of fractured light that hit Excariot over and over
again.
The closer he got, the further Excariot backed
away, desperately trying to deflect the beams with
intense gusts of air that sounded like gunshots going
off. It seemed she wasn’t the only one whose powers
were running low. As Sam passed, he reached down
and pulled Val to her feet.
“Get him. He has to pay,” she said.
Sam continued firing as Excariot pulled up his
sleeve, and grasping his bracelet, he aimed it at the
sky.
“Val, your parents will be my first port of call,”
he shouted.
“No!” she screamed, but it was too late. Excariot
disappeared with the wisps he’d bought through the
portal.
Spinning in circles, Val searched for Wyetta.
“He’s going to kill my parents! I need to get back to
the future,” she cried.
Sam grabbed her arm. “Are you not my, V?”
“I have no idea, I’m sorry.” Val spotted Wyetta
approaching. Her face bruised and bloody, she supported another member of the coven.
“Wyetta, help me. Please, I need to get home.”
Val pleaded as she ran up to her.
“Do not worry, we can save your parents, however, first we must finish what we came here to do. You
must be initiated,” Wyetta said. “You have to be
ready for him.”
Val couldn’t believe what she was hearing; her
parents were going to die, and she was supposed to
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hang around for some witch initiation. “No, I need to
go home. I tried my best to help you, and we’re all
still alive. I’d call that a win.”
“Maybe here. But where you’re going, you need
what we have to give. Why do you think Excariot
wanted us dead? He knew we could make you stronger than him. If you go back before our ritual, he’ll still
be able to defeat you.” Wyetta called to the other
witches who were in a state of confusion and exhaustion to gather. “We will send you home. He will not
have time to hurt your parents.” She squeezed Val’s
hand. “Believe me. Help us get ready.”
Wyetta addressed the coven. “Today’s attack was
defeated, and my daughter protected you as I promised. We must prepare her for the battle that awaits
her in the future.”
There was a chorus of agreement from the group.
Although weary, they began to join hands in a circle.
A bearded man with a worn expression took one of
Val’s hands and a young blonde woman took the other as they started to chant. What choice did Val have
other than to go along with this? Without them, she
had no idea how to get home.
As the coven’s chants grew in volume and intensity, Wyetta beckoned Val into the centre of the
gathering and pulled a twisted stick from her waistband. Its hilt was silver with a leather band holding
several stones - Val assumed it was some kind of
wand. Raising it into the air, Wyetta called the elements to her; earth, air, fire, and water. She blessed
those present and then blessed Val. As the ceremony
continued, Val could feel the energy that these people
were creating; it was thick in the air around her.
Then she felt her toes merging with the ground.
She could feel the pulse of the earth, breathing beneath her. Val was sure she wouldn’t be able to move
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an inch if she tried. Her hair began to rise, caught on a
breeze that hadn’t been there a moment earlier. As she
raised her hands to control it, she saw that her body
had begun to glow. A low, blue flame enveloped her,
skipping over her cloak. Then, around the coven, the
dew began to lift off the grass like a ghostly sheet rising into the air. Wyetta’s face was filled with joy.
Finally, Val began to understand. This was who she
was. A time-travelling witch from another planet all
wrapped into one neat teenage package.
Wyetta lowered her wand. The flames petered
out. The breeze died down, the dew dropped, and the
beating of the earth ceased. She moved forward placing a kiss on Val’s forehead. “You are now an
apprentice witch and member of the coven of Hecate.”
*
“Can I go home, please?” she pleaded as the circle broke.
“There’s one more thing we must do to stop
Excariot hurting your parents,” Wyetta said.
“What’s that?”
“Now you’re a witch, as a full coven we can
make Excariot forget your parents.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to get Excariot to forget us
all?” Val asked.
Wyetta shook her head. “His bond with the coven
is far too strong.”
“Fine, then make him forget my parents.”
“I have to warn you first. There are consequences
to all magic.”
“They can’t be worse than my parents’ death.”
Val looked at the others for nods of agreement.
“If we make a spell powerful enough for Excariot
to forget them, then your parents will have to forget
you as well. Excariot will watch your every move,
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and if you see them he’ll know they mean something
to you, and they will never be safe.”
“No.” Val shook her head. “I can’t live without
my parents; they’re my everything.” She turned to the
other witches. “Please don’t make me do this. There
has to be another way.”
“There is only one other option. You would have
to be by their sides all the time, day and night, because he will never let them live,” Wyetta said.
“I won’t do it.” Val walked away from them. She
couldn’t let her parents forget her; they were her life.
She’d promised her mum she’d never leave home.
Who would she turn to? She slumped to the ground.
Wyetta came to rest by her side. “Trust me when I
say I know how you feel.”
“How could you possibly know how this feels?”
Val demanded.
“Because I gave you to your future mother to
keep you safe when I hardly knew you. You had been
mine for such a short time, you were my daughter and
all I had left of Gabriel. I never wanted you to leave,
and it hurt me as much as you are hurting now. Your
father died to protect you, and many died to keep your
secret. Sometimes, we have to give up the things we
love to keep them safe.” She hugged Val pulling her
in close.
“I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for
you, and I get why you did it, but if you asked my
mum and dad they would never let me go.”
“Tell me from your heart, do you believe that either of your parents would stop to even question this
option, if they thought it would keep you safe?”
With these words, Val wanted to scream at
Wyetta. Tell her that her mum and dad would never
leave her, but as painful as it was to admit, she knew

350 · G L TWYNHAM

Wyetta was right. Her parents would do anything for
her.
Wyetta pulled her closer.
“You’d like my mum and dad.” Val began to cry.
“I chose them for that very reason.”
Val hadn’t expected to ever make a decision like
this. And for a moment safe in Wyetta’s arms, she
imagined her mum and dad curled up together on the
sofa, her dad nursing a whiskey and her mum a hot
chocolate. They were worth any sacrifice. She wiped
her eyes on her cloak. “Okay, I’m ready. But I need a
lot more people to forget me – is that possible?”
“If you wish?”
“Yes, I do.” Val stood, and offered a hand to
Wyetta, and arm in arm they walked back to the coven.
Wyetta addressed the group. “I know you are
tired. You fought a brave battle this evening. There is
still one more thing we can do for our newest sister,
and my daughter.”
The group had sat to rest on the grass and Val
could see their tired faces by the moon’s light. Then,
the oldest woman in the group started to stand up, and
Val dashed over to help her. “Wyetta, your daughter
saved us. I am sure we would all agree to one more
spell.” She thanked Val, patting her hand.
Wyetta gave instructions, and the coven joined
hands as her mother began to chant. They slowly
moved anti-clockwise, gradually picking up the pace.
Within a few moments Val could feel something happening inside her. Her hands were beginning to glow,
and as the group followed Wyetta’s instructions, the
chant became louder and louder. Val was compelled
to sway to the rhythm. Then the chant reach fever
pitch and the glow from her hands spread to cover her
whole body. Her wrist became warm, her bracelet

The Return to Alchany · 351

glowed red. Val’s arms uncontrollably stretched
above her head and a powerful beam of light shot
from her bracelet into the night sky, like a beacon into
the stars.
As the light dimmed, Val collapsed into the arms
of the man nearest to her, who lowered her gently to
the ground.
Wyetta knelt at her side. “Are you well?”
Her wrist throbbed, and her head was swimming
in fog. “Is it done?” she asked.
“The fate of the coven’s descendants is once more
divined by free will, and so is yours.”
“When I go back, no one will remember me? Including my parents?” Val felt emptiness like an open
wound that had no way of healing.
“Your parents are safe. Those who have seen you
will forget your existence. However, your friends inside the bookshop will remember you.” Wyetta
smiled. “You didn’t want them to forget you, did
you?”
“How did you know about them?”
“I told you, a friend came to see me. But be
warned, Excariot will remember them as well. Make
sure they are ready to protect themselves.” She embraced Val. “It’s time for you to go home.”
As they hugged, she could feel Wyetta’s body
tremble. “You’re a great mum.”
“I know that what I give up is for the good of all
people. Your journey has only just begun.” Wyetta
wiped away her tears.
“I’m guessing you’re not going to tell me what
my journey is?”
Wyetta shook her head. “That is for the universe
to show you as you go along.”
“Well, I’ll do everything I can not to disappoint
you.” Val turned to address the coven. “I may not be
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able to bring back your loved ones who’ve died by
Excariot’s hand, but I promise I’ll protect your future
descendants. He’ll never hurt them again.” The coven
members chorused their joy.
As Sam joined them, Val felt awful about not telling him everything. He’d saved her life. “Sam, thank
you. And before you ask, I honestly can’t tell you if
I’m your V, or not, but if I was you’d be my dream
guy.” She placed a kiss on his cheek. “The truth is
right now the future’s my home and Excariot has to
pay for what he’s done. Turns out I’m the girl to do
it.”
“I understand.” His held out the metal cylinder
he’d used against Excariot. “Your father gave this to
me for emergencies.” He offered it to Val. “Would
you like it?”
“No, you keep it. I have a few tricks of my own.”
She turned to Wyetta. “So, how do I get home?”
“You need to let us go. When you’ve cast a spell
as a witch, you must never look back. Never doubt its
power, simply believe in it and release it.”
“I think I can do that.”
She said her goodbye’s to the coven, finally
reaching Wyetta. “Thank you for putting me first.”
“Always.” Wyetta hugged her with a strength only a mother could give. Then turned away to join the
others.
Sam approached.
He took her hands. “Future or past you are mine
and I will love you for as long as you remember this
moment. We will see each other again.” He kissed her
gently on the cheek.
“I promise to remember you forever. Now go, I
can’t leave while I can still see you,” Val said.
Blinking back tears, she watched them head back
into the woods.
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After they’d gone, she paused for a moment to
acknowledge the insane fact that she was stood in a
field in 1645, when she heard a baby’s cry.
*
Val followed the whimpers to the edge of the
woods where several branches parted and Delta appeared, holding Eva’s baby.
“Oh thank God you’re still here. Help me, Val.
Excariot left me. He wasn’t interested in this baby or
me; he wanted to get to you,” Delta pleaded.
“Really, that just dawned on you, did it?”
“Look we all make mistakes.”
“What!” Val couldn’t believe what Delta had
said. “Mistake? I died, Delta, at your feet, while you
watched. I’ve had to give up my mum and dad, and
I’m not one hundred percent sure my friends will still
remember me when I get home.”
Val felt nothing but hatred towards her.
“You have to forgive me. Surely all our years of
friendship mean something to you?” Delta voice was
thick with despair. “Think of the baby.”
“Apart from that being the most ridiculous statement I’ve heard after everything that’s happened
today, you stole Eva’s baby!”
“If you leave us, your actions will haunt you as
long as you live.” Delta began to cry.
“What about yours?” Val retaliated.
“Please take us home.” Delta pleaded as the baby
wailed on.
In her heart, she didn’t want to save Delta, but
Val knew that this child was innocent. He needed to
be with Eva. She knew better than anyone how important having your parents was. When they got back
home, she would make sure Delta never came within
a million miles of her family or friends ever again.
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“I’ll take you back - not for our friendship. For
Eva and because I’m nothing like you.” Val reached
out for the baby, but before she could get a hold of
him a searing cramp gripped her insides. She doubled
over letting out a cry of pain. Her head snapped back
violently and the last sounds she heard from the past
were Delta’s screams of revenge.

Chapter 29
Alchany

V

al landed, her hands still outstretched. Delta
and the baby gone. Where were they? Where
was she? This wasn’t the bookshop. She was
stood in an elongated corridor of blank white walls.
Turning on the spot she felt unnerved. She knew this
place. This was where she’d met Excariot in her
dreams.
A door opened to her left and a young man in a
plain black uniform exited, eyeballing her from headto-toe.
“Follow me,” he ordered.
“Not a chance.” Val positioned herself ready to
fight.
He shook his head dismissively. “They said you
were dysfunctional.”
“Where am I?” Val demanded, ignoring the insults. She could feel a small breeze on her hand.
Wherever ‘here’ was she had powers.
“I don’t have time for this. Move, reject.” He
grabbed her arm.
“Get off!” Val aimed her free hand at his chest
ready to blow him away, the air shifted past her, but
her bracelet, the one Gabriel had given her lit up and
the flow stopped abruptly. Giving her the effect of
being a human sized hand dryer.
He seemed indifferent to her attempted resistance.
“I’ve orders to accompany you to your destination. I
was also informed that if you did not comply, I should
tell you before I used force, which I’m comfortable
with using, that this is your father’s home.”
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“Gabriel’s home?” She was on another planet.
“Oh my God!” Her knees gave way and the young
man was forced to support her.
He glanced impatiently at an odd-looking watch.
“Your vital signs are elevating. Do you require a
sedative?”
“No! I need you to give me a second. I’m on another damn planet!” What was wrong with this man?
Her legs were shaking as he pulled her back to standing. “How did I get here?”
“I’m not authorized to answer your questions.
The person you’re going to meet is. Begin to move.”
He pulled her on.
“Are you going to kill me?” Val stumbled along
behind him.
“If you follow in silence, everything will be made
clear. I have no intention of harming you.” He looked
at her appraisingly. “Unless you resist.”
Moving down the immense corridor, Val began to
wonder why Excariot would bring her to Gabriel’s
home in her dreams. Maybe it was some sick move he
saw as entertaining. To take her to the home of her
dead father without her knowing.
The only upside to all this weirdness, was that she
was back in her jeans and t-shirt.
They turned a corner, and Val couldn’t help but
marvel at the architecture. The walls seemed endless.
Everything illuminated without a single visible focused point of light. The whole place simply glowed.
The next turn brought them to a slightly different corridor. It was embedded with endless brick-size boxes.
Each brick contained a wisp of light coloured smoke,
thrashing backwards and forwards like a caged animal. To Val’s horror they looked exactly like the
things Excariot had been freeing in the dome. What
were they?
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“Wait here.” He pointed to a spot on the floor.
“He’ll call for you when he’s ready.”
“Who?”
He ignored her and disappeared around the next
corner mumbling what she guessed was alien abuse.
Standing alone she gazed around nervously.
A door opened behind her, hitting Val square in
the back and she stumbled forward. A petite, darkhaired woman squeezed her way out. She was covered from neck to toe in a deep purple fitted suit,
which looked as restrictive as her facial expressions.
“Come this way,” she said, retreating.
Val followed, entering a room that resembled a
dentist’s reception, with yet more white walls, and
minimal decor. No pictures of landscapes or rubber
plants in sight.
“Bracelet.” The woman pointed to a vertical cylinder on the corner of her desk.
“What?” Val stared at her.
She tutted, pushing her hand through the cylinder.
“Put your bracelet in here.”
Val pulled up her sleeve to reveal the bracelet
Gabriel had given her. “Will it hurt?” There was no
way she was just going to shove her hand in. What if
the machine recognised it wasn’t hers and cut it off?
“You need to register. Of course it doesn’t hurt.”
Val put her hand through with great trepidation.
To her relief, the only thing that happened was another door opened. And a mountainous, white-haired
man with a well-groomed beard, dressed in a pure
white uniform strode out; elaborate compared to the
others Val had seen. His jacket wrapped round his
broad chest and was fastened with four matching silver buttons. Straight crease lines marked the front of
his trousers. He was immaculate. His eyes twinkled as
he smiled at Val. Finally, someone who seemed
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pleased to see her. Maybe she’d been kidnapped by
Father Christmas.
“Welcome to Alchany,” he said, striding towards
her.
“Where’s Alchany? Who are you? And what does
this have to do with my father?”
The woman behind the desk interrupted. “She has
elevated stress levels. Should we administer a sedative?”
“She’ll be fine.” He dismissed her. “Come, walk
with me and I will answer all of your questions.”
He pushed the door open for Val to pass. “Firstly,
Alchany is somewhere you’ll never find on your
maps. We’re a prison planet on the edge of the Bannaly galaxy.”
Her hand reached up to her throat. “How can I
breathe? Do you have oxygen? Of course you do, or
I’d be dead by now. How can I understand your language? Why can’t I use my powers? What —”
“Cease speaking. You have nothing to fear. You
sent out the beacon to bring you home.” He pointed to
her wrist. “Your bracelet connects you to the prison at
all times and allows you to understand and speak a
multitude of languages. You cannot use your powers
on a fellow being without authorization. We breathe
what you call oxygen and you are one of us.”
“Are you speaking English right now?”
“Not exactly, but if you hear English all is well.”
“And you say I’m one of you?”
“Your father, Gabriel, was one of us. This was his
home and so it is your home.”
“My home,” Val repeated.
“Yes.”
“But I’m from Arcsdale in England. Earth.” She
instantly felt stupid for adding Earth like it was her
galactic postcode.
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He pushed open another door that Val could have
sworn wasn’t there a second earlier.
“You could also say you’re from Mistley Heath in
Manningtree 1645, and this is another extension of
your real birth place.”
“I guess so.” He had a valid point.
“Good.” He seemed pleased with her response.
As she followed her guide, they moved out onto a
balcony, much higher than Val would have liked.
Gazing out, she could see the true extent of the prison.
The corridors that had appeared never-ending, were,
and led off as far as she could see. A maze with no
escape, filled with thousands of men dressed in black
making their way up and down each aisle.
“Has anyone explained how special you are?” he
asked.
“I’ve been called a few things lately, I don’t think
special was one of them.”
“You, daughter of Gabriel, are the first female
guard ever to be born. One of a kind. All these men
you see are also special. We have only the finest
guards on Alchany, and your father was by far one of
our greatest creations.”
Excariot had been telling the truth when he’d told
her she was ‘one of a kind.’ However, that wasn’t the
thing that jumped out at her from the man’s comments. “When you say ‘creations’ what exactly do
you mean?”
“We create our guards on the prison. Each one is
born from the connection between a perfect male
guard and female Ranswar, to make flawless specimens, who are always male.”
Val was disturbed by what he implied. It sounded
so… sterile. “Who are the Ranswars? How can they
always be boys? And where does love come into
this?”
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“The Ranswars, the mothers of all guards, are
most exceptional beings. They are the women of a
civilisation who only give birth once in a lifetime to
either a male or a female infant. Their children are
classed as gifted and can do extraordinary feats. But
what also makes the Ranswars so special is that
through a simple test we can predict which one will
have a male and which a female. So we produce only
what we need.”
What he was saying didn’t sit well with Val at all,
but she was a visitor on a prison planet in another galaxy that you needed a Sat-Nav and a starship to
escape from. So, even though every moral nerve in
her body wanted to give him a feminist viewpoint, she
was sure it would fall on deaf ears.
“What am I?”
“You are a mistake, an anomaly, but if you were
male you would be Twenty-three Thirteen.”
“I’d be a number?”
“It’s a little more. Your father, Gabriel, was
Twenty-three Eleven. The twenty-three is your job
description, and the other number shows when you
were produced.”
“So, who is number Twenty-three Twelve?” Val
asked.
“That would be the man you know as Excariot.”
“What?” Maybe she did need that sedative after
all.
“Come with me. You need to understand the
whole story.” They left the balcony and headed back
into the corridor. “Your father was due to connect
with a Ranswar called Lailah.”
“That was the name Excariot was calling out!”
“I imagine he was. What Gabriel hadn’t realised
was that Lailah and Excariot had fallen in what you
call ‘love’ and made plans to escape the prison,” he
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said, as a young guard marched towards them and
bowed his head respectfully. “Good capture today,
thirty-three. What category?”
“Six.” The young man beamed.
“Excellent work.” He smiled warmly at the guard
as they continued walking. “Now, where was I?”
“Excariot and Lailah,” Val said.
“Ah yes, Excariot took her to the planet Gingua
where he must have hoped they could live out their
lives in exile, but I sent Gabriel to bring them back.
Your father succeeded, as always. They were found
guilty and sentenced on arrival. But before we could
carry out his extraction, Excariot managed to escape,
on a Nyterian cargo ship.”
“Extraction?” Val knew that any word related to
dentists had to be bad. “What’s that?”
“We are the sole prison for thousands of planets.
We collect and hold prisoners from all over the Galaxy, in a way that minimises risk and space. Each box
you see in the walls contains one prisoner.” The man
patted a box and Val felt a shiver run down her spine.
“You’re telling me you turn people into wisps of
smoke?” Val realised that Excariot had been freeing
prisoners back in the woods.
“Almost. During an extraction, we remove the essence of a prisoner, which is indeed the thing you call
a wisp, and keep it here until they have completed
their sentence.”
“Then what? Do they get their bodies back?”
“No, of course not.” He seemed amused by that
statement.
“If you’ve dumped their bodies, what do you do
with them when they’ve finished their time?” Val
wasn’t even sure she wanted to know any more about
this extraction procedure.
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The man didn’t respond. Instead, they entered another room, and Val immediately heard the screams.
She gasped at the sound of agonising pain echoing
around them. “This is awful.”
“What they did to get here will have been far
worse.”
“What’s happening to them?”
“They’re being placed into cloned bodies. Each
one is engineered so that if the prisoner attempts to
cause pain or harm to another, or create or manifest
what you call magic, their clone will shut down.”
Val followed him to a glass partition where she
could see a wisp being reintroduced into what looked
like a young man. “Do they all look the same?”
“The clones take on one of several forms: male,
female, young and old.” There was another chilling
scream. “The reintroduction is painless. They scream
during the waking. The dawning reality that they are
impotent to hurt another can turn some completely
mad.”
“What if you get it wrong and they’re innocent?”
“The prison never makes mistakes,” he replied
sternly.
Val found this statement worrying. What sort of
law system could possibly be free from errors? “Why
did Excariot choose to come to my home?”
“Earth was the first planet we’d found where our
prisoners could move freely into your bodies. Your
human DNA is a perfect host for an outsider. We assumed he was expecting to put Lailah straight into a
human.”
“So, what you’re saying is that the wispy things
Excariot took to the future are hardened criminals
with magical powers, who can take human bodies?”
Val’s throat constricted with fear.
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“Yes. Excariot was trying to free Lailah, however,
the magic he used, although powerful, was not specific enough. He used your mother’s coven to open a
doorway, but didn’t have the power to discriminate
who came through it. Potentially all the prisoners
could have escaped. He was working on the fact that
Lailah would be one of them, but you stopped him
before he could achieve his ultimate goal.”
“Don’t you think it would be a lot easier to give
him Lailah and be done with it?”
“We do not bow down to criminals.”
“Okay. But now you have a load of weirdos to
deal with,” Val said.
“Not exactly, Twenty-three Thirteen. You have a
load of what you call ‘weirdos’ to deal with. You will
arrest and return these prisoners to us.”
“No!” Val shook her head. “Do you know how
many people he’s killed on Earth? My biological father, your greatest creation, was one of them. The last
thing Excariot said to me was he was going to kill my
mum and dad, and you expect me to go and sort out
your problems.”
“I understand you’re upset Twenty-Three –”
“Stop. My name is Val.”
“I apologise, Val. You must understand that we
can’t let people like Excariot have what they want.
The guards, Excariot and your father included, were
created to do a job, nothing more. Excariot broke the
law and must be brought to justice. And I believe with
your powers this should be easy. I hear your witch
mother has given you the ability to manipulate the
elements of your planet. Most impressive.”
“And to teleport. Tell me why I should help
you?” Val asked, genuinely interested in what he was
about to say.
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“Oh no, your ability to teleport comes from your
father, and you will capture the prisoners because it’s
your only option for survival.”
“What?”
“The prison is ruled by High Judges who wanted
you terminated on arrival. There’s an extraction order
on your head.”
“Extract me!” Val exclaimed. “I’m not guilty of
anything.”
“I understand how you feel and I don’t want to
hurt you, but you’re a mistake. You are unwanted.
Luckily I’ve convinced them you can serve a purpose.
You will clean up the mess. Return all the prisoners
that escaped to Earth, including Excariot.”
“Do I have a choice?” Val asked.
“Not if you want to live.”
There was something in his tone, an honesty that
made Val think before she spoke. She didn’t want to
die, especially not here.
“What now?”
“You return to Earth and wait for Excariot to start
creating a group of followers. We assume he will regroup and find another twelve people who are as
powerful as your mother’s coven to create a portal.
He will try again to free Lailah.”
“Why doesn’t he go back to Wyetta?” Val asked.
“Because he already reversed your mother’s spell,
the one that kept him prisoner, to get back to 1645.
The spell is broken and can no longer be used as a
way to time travel. Plus, this time round you won’t be
a puppet for him.” Val blushed. “You played into his
hands before.”
Like she needed reminding. “Listen, I’ve had to
give up my parents and my home. You’ll have to give
me some time to get back on my feet before I start
arresting your escaped prisoners or chasing Excariot.”
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Val wanted to punch the air in frustration. She hoped
she didn’t sound as sarcastic as she felt.
“That won’t be necessary, and I know about your
parents. Keeping them out of the way will work better
for us all.”
“Oh I am pleased,” Val replied, unable to look
him in the eyes for fear he would see her distaste for
his comment.
“Val, you will go back to the bookshop. It will
become your place of work and rest.”
“Why the bookshop? It’s Excariot’s hideout.” Lion’s den jumped to mind.
His face turned to thunder. “It is not! It belongs to
Alchany.”
“You’ve been investing in properties?” She
wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry at this point.
“To enter a planet, we must have a portal. A
touch-down point on the surface. Portals are complicated to set up, and the law states we are only allowed
one per planet. Our entry point on Earth is inside the
bookshop. Excariot killed the gatekeeper who was
protecting it and closed it down. When you received
Gabriel’s bracelet, you sent us a distress call. Only
you had the power to get to us. Things will change on
your return.”
“Do I have to come back here?” Val asked.
“When required.”
Val was lost for words. Apparently, she was now
expected to work for a Father Christmas look-alike on
some weird soul-extracting prison, in another galaxy
– it made her careers day a complete waste of time.
“Can I go home now?”
“I’ll return you to the bookshop. There you will
find a doorway, a direct passage back to the prison.
Once you’ve opened it, Excariot won’t come for you,
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he’ll fear being captured. Show me your father’s
bracelet.”
Val pulled up her sleeve.
“Keep it safe. It will enhance your natural abilities. And allow you to heal quicker.”
“How will I know who to catch or where they
are?” She was sure they didn’t give out manuals.
“By using your powers. The things you’ve done,
although driven by Excariot, were all about you learning to use your skills. I will also send you a partner to
help locate them.”
“A partner. Who?” She had enough people to help
her. She didn’t need some weird bloke from a different galaxy hanging around.
“The decision has not yet been made.” A device
on his wrist bleeped. He tapped the screen and mumbled to himself. “Val, as pleasant as this is, our time is
coming to a close. You must return to Earth. You’ll
do well to keep your eyes open, and maybe read a few
of the books that you spend so much time cleaning.”
That was it? Sorry Val, we messed up and let a
gang of prisoners get away. Go back to the bookshop
and clean up our chaos, or we’ll terminate you because you’re a girl. She got the fact she was special,
gifted, whatever name people gave it. And that she
was going back to a home that seemed bleak to say
the least. She’d have no parents, no best friend, but
seriously… his final words of advice were ‘read a few
books!’ Val imagined running away, but her bracelet
was on tight. There would be no escaping this. Now
who was the prisoner?
“Can I know your name or number before I
leave?”
“I am the Warden.” He smiled, touched her bracelet, and once again she was unable to stop the teleport.

Chapter 30
Be Prepared

V

al could hear cries of joy before her eyes
opened. She was back. Fran was the first to
grab her in an embrace. Wendy followed as
Jason patted her firmly on the back. She couldn’t help
but break into a huge smile as Shane, who had been
observing from a safe distance joined them wrapping
her in his large arms.
But not everyone was there.
“Where’s Sam and Eva?” she asked.
The huddle broke.
“He took her to hospital. She was in a bad way,”
Shane said. “Excariot gave her a beating. I don’t think
she’ll be buying books from you any time soon.”
Books? Why hadn’t he mentioned Eva’s baby?
Surely that was more important than her losing a customer. What had her actions in the 1645 changed?
She needed to tread with caution.
“You seem calm for someone who just… time
travelled,” Jason blurted.
“How do you know that?” Val asked.
“Oh it’s true. That’s epic.” Wendy high-fived Jason. Then blushed a deep red.
“The letter,” Fran said. “Shane got your letter.”
“Here.” He handed Val a booklet off the counter.
It was aged. Stained yellow and had, Poems of
John Milton, 1645 printed on the cover. “Where did
this come from?” she asked.
“It arrived by special delivery this morning.
Seems Thomas Snell & Passmore Solicitors have
been holding it for a very long time.”
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“How did they get it? And why would you know
I’d time travelled because of a book of poems?” She
turned it carefully in her hands. It was over four hundred years old, yet in mint condition.
“Because this was inside.” He handed Val a folded piece of paper. To her surprise, it was a letter in
her handwriting.
Hi Shane,
Today is going to get crazy. After everything
we’ve been through, you’re going to watch me die at
the hands of a madman called Excariot and disappear
right in front of your eyes. Don’t worry. It’s going to
be okay. I’ve gone back to 1645. I will return and I
need you to do something for me. Don’t interfere;
keep the others safe. Give no clues to me or them that
you’ve seen this letter. Everything has to play out as
planned. The future must not be changed.
To prove this is genuine (I can see you scratching
your shaved head in disbelief) here are a couple of
things I know, to prove it’s me. You paint under your
wife’s name, Elizabeth Reed, and the first time we met
you told me, ‘the zodiac tattoo bestows upon the owner the power of the universe, to rule over all mankind
and bend minds to your will.’ Ironic much?
I guess that should do it.
Stay safe, Val
P.S. Jason will be fine. It’s just a few bruises.
“When did I write this?” She had absolutely no
memory of it.
“The envelope from the solicitors said it was left
with them on the 28th of July, 1645,” Shane said.
“That’s the day before my birthday. Who are these solicitors?” Val inspected the sender’s address, her
face scrunched in confusion.
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“They’re legit. Been around since 1570, if
Google’s correct. Based in London, but wait - it gets
weirder.”
“Weirder?” Val couldn’t believe that.
“Here.” Shane passed her a card.
“It’s your business card. I have one.” She handed
it back to him.
“I know, this is it,” he said flipping it over. “I
wrote my mobile on the back, remember?” She nodded. “It was with the letter,” Shane replied.
“Okay, it got weirder.”
Val knew she hadn’t written this when she was
back in 1645. Did that mean she had to go back
again?
“What was 1645 like?” Jason stared at her, eyes
wide as saucers.
She couldn’t help melting at his childlike enthusiasm. “It smelt funny, the hygiene standards were nonexistent, and people like Excariot can go around killing without retribution and –”
“Hold your horses, I haven’t finished.” Shane
pulled out another envelope and placed it on the counter. “This was also with it.”
On the front, typed in red ink, were the words
“For the attention of Miss. Valerie Sheridan Saunders,” and below was Shane’s address. She carefully
opened the envelope, and it became apparent from the
contents that they were the deeds for the bookshop.
“What does it say?” Wendy asked, fidgeting
nervously.
“I own the bookshop,” Val announced. The Warden must have arranged this. She had no idea how.
He’d told her the bookshop belonged to the prison.
Which was a stiff reminder that this place was actually a portal to another galaxy.
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“Time travel or owning your own business, I’m
not sure which one is scarier,” Jason said. Val knew
which one, but didn’t want to worry them any more
today. He pulled up a chair, coaxing Val to sit down
and handed her a glass of water. “Tell us how you
kicked Excariot’s sorry backside when you… time
travelled.” He exaggerated the words.
Val recounted her adventure in detail, observing
her friend’s expressions as they listened intently. She
worded the experience carefully, until she came to her
final reveal - Gabriel’s and her galactic address.
“Jesus Christ, you’re an alien!” Jason blurted,
pointing at her.
Fran slapped his hand.
“Sorry, Val,” he apologised.
“It’s fine. I had the same reaction. If it helps, I’m
still me.”
“Of course you’re you. Where are you from?”
Shane asked.
“I think he said it was the Bannaly Galaxy. A
prison planet called Alchany.” Val said, placing her
glass down. “I know this all sounds crazy, but it’s true
and I need your help. It’s going to be dangerous and I
would completely understand if you guys wanted to
walk away.”
“Not a chance,” Shane replied, followed by a chorus of support as the bookshop door opened.
“Am I late for something?”
Val’s body filled with a cocktail of emotions as
Sam walked in.
“I don’t think you can be late for this type of
event,” she replied.
“Good. Did I miss anything?”
“Val is an alien prison guard, and a witch,” Wendy said. “She went back to 1645, met her mother,
heard about her father being dead, and failed to beat
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Excariot, who released a load of body snatching prisoners here on Earth.”
She took a deep breath, her tiny frame visibly expanding. “He did it all for some woman called Lailah!
And Val wanted to know if we’ll help her round up
the weirdo’s.”
“Not much then.” He gave an approving smile.
“I couldn’t have told it better or quicker.” Val
said.
“Wherever you’re from I’m pleased you’re back.
It was an inspired idea to leave the letter. I’m sure you
can fill me in on all the details in the morning, which
isn’t that far away.” Sam’s eyes locked onto hers.
“You also need to understand Val, I found it very
hard watching you die, especially at the end of my
sword.”
“Don’t worry. I’m good as new. What happened
to my trusty weapon?”
“It’s here.” Jason handed it to her. “Still annoyed
I can’t use it.”
She extended and retracted it, before slipping it
into her jeans’ pocket.
“What’s your plan of action?” Shane asked.
Val needed them to leave. She had one more
thing to do before she rested, and no plans of telling
them what it was. “You should all go home. I need to
sleep.” Val looked through the glass door, wondering
if Excariot was already watching.
“Sleep sounds good.” Fran said as she took Jason
by the arm.
Val opened the door.
“Surely you don’t want to be on your own, with a
madman on the loose,” Wendy said, looking panicked.
“Trust me, he won’t come here. The bookshop is
a portal to the prison, which I’ll explain tomorrow.
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I’m hoping it can also be my home, so I need to get
used to the idea of being here alone.”
“Can I come back in the morning?” Wendy asked
nervously.
“Are you kidding me? You’re going to help me
run the bookshop,” she said. As Wendy swooned, Val
gave her a firm hug. “Please forgive me for everything I’ve ever done to you. I was wrong. I’m proud
to call you my friend and guardian.”
Wendy pulled back, and Val could see she was
tearing up. “I’ll see you at work,” she said and headed
out the door as Jason wrapped an arm around Val and
pretended to pull her through the doorway.
“I reckon we should check if you can still go out
in daylight,” he joked. “Aliens, vampires, it’s all the
same.”
Val ducked under his arm. “Puny human.” She
pushed him away.
“Tomorrow you’ll pay for that with at least fifty
push-ups!”
Fran squeezed Val’s hand. “He’s always joking,
but I know how much he cares about you.”
“Thanks.”
Shane paused in the doorway. “You don’t have to
cope with all of this on your own. You can come to
our house for as long as you need.”
If she didn’t have one more thing to do, she
would have jumped at the opportunity.
“You’re one of the most amazing people I’ve ever
met. I pray that you’ll stay with me forever, but right
now I need to be alone. I need time to process what’s
happened, even if it’s only a few hours.” Val hugged
him tight, the same way she would her dad, then
pushed him gently out the door.
Sam was last to leave. “You know I really am sorry about the sword,” he said.
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“It’s fine. Can I ask you a question before you
leave?”
“Sure.”
“Where did you find that drawing of the woman
from 1645?” Val watched his face waiting for a
flinch, a tell-tale sign he’d drawn it. If she could time
travel, why couldn’t he?
“You know I can’t reveal my sources,” he replied.
“I wondered if they had any more pictures of her
village or my father Gabriel.” Someone she knew
Sam hadn’t drawn.
“I’ll get in touch first thing tomorrow morning
and find out.”
There was nothing noticeable. She would have to
play it cool for the time being. He was, after all, her
weapons man.
“Goodnight Val, or good morning.” Sam joined
the others waiting on the street.
“Do you have your mobile?” Jason called.
“Yes.”
“What time do I start?” Wendy shouted.
“Late! I need to sleep,” she called back and closed
the door behind her.
She watched through the glass as they moved off.
She’d lost so much - her home, her parents, and yet in
front of her were five people prepared to stand by her.
She remembered a quote her dad would say to her:
“Friendship is like a house, it must start on solid
foundations. Take time to build it with only the best
quality supplies and it’ll last you a life time.”

Chapter 31
The Beginning

V

al stood in the bookshop and wondered how a
place she’d spent so little time in had become
not only her business, but her home as well.
Behind the counter, she found her handbag on the
floor. Inside were her keys. Her fingers quickly
flicked through them, removing the ones she recognised. When she’d finished, she took the ones that
were left, and one by one tried them in the door
marked ‘Private.’
Pushing the final key into the hole, Val paused.
Was this the door the Warden had told her to keep
open? What if he was wrong and Excariot was brave
enough to come back? And he was waiting for her
behind it? ‘Don’t give him the control.’ She breathed
deeply, remembering everything she’d sacrificed,
there was very little he could do to her right now to
make it worse.
She turned the key and it opened with ease to reveal a staircase. No Excariot, simply a narrow
entrance made of the same wood that seemed to consume the bookshop. Val’s hand passed down the wall
resting on the light switch which she quickly flicked
on. Thankfully the scariest thing she encountered was
Mr. Gallymore’s tweed jackets hung on the wall
above an antique telephone on a small wooden table.
“That’s where he’s been keeping you,” she said, lifting the receiver to hear a ringtone. Placing it back she
ran her fingers down one of the jackets, its coarse material caused her to shudder. She would send all of
Mr. Gallymore’s belongings to the local charity shop
first thing.

376 · G L TWYNHAM

Cautiously she made her way upstairs. At the top,
she emerged into a musty, open plan flat. On her right
was a fifties-style kitchenette with a round, chequered
blue plastic dining table with two chairs. Several aged
books were stacked upon the table top, some open
others closed. She assumed Excariot had expected to
return. To her left was a double bed, made to military
precision, and a large wooden wardrobe. She was surprised that although dated, it was… nice. She flipped
another light switch, and the whole place lit up. There
were visible signs of Mr. Gallymore everywhere, but
nothing of Excariot. He really had been trapped inside
that body until she’d released him.
However, the biggest shock came when she
looked inside the fridge. Somehow, she’d expected a
sacrificial lamb’s freshly beating heart. Instead, there
was sliced ham, cheese, a few eggs and a bottle of
milk. She would dispose of it all: he could’ve left it
on the chance that he might be able to poison her. Just
off from the kitchen, was another wooden door. Val
pushed it open cautiously to find a small bathroom. It
clearly didn’t matter what side of the galaxy you were
on; you still needed a toilet.
Opposite was one final door. Opening it - her
breath caught in her throat. Val was gazing into a
huge, rippled mirror-like surface. However, she
wasn’t gazing on her own reflection; she was looking
at Alchany. This was the door. Everything was white,
and amongst the sterile décor, she could make out
shimmering outlines of people moving. She took a
step back, worried she might be drawn through. But it
was too late, her bracelet had begun to glow and her
wrist to throb.
Val had somehow managed to connect herself
with the portal, which began to pull her closer. Digging in with her boots on the highly polished floor
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was a waste of time, and unable to stop herself she
catapulted forward linking with the shimmery cold
surface. Immediately, a warning sound resounded
through the flat.
“Oh damn!” she cursed.
“Warning! Warning! Prisoner in transit.” A mechanical voice repeated.
Val played tug-of-war until her wrist broke free,
and quickly slammed the door shut. Her bracelet became dull. “So that’s how I send the prisoners back,”
she said, her heart jumping around in her chest.
She backed towards the bed and sat, her eyes focused on the door, trying to comprehend what had
happened. She genuinely wanted to understand how a
doorway in a flat in Arcsdale could be a portal to another galaxy.
Ironically, the person she really wanted to talk to
about everything was her mum, but that wasn’t going
to happen. She’d finally told her parents the truth and
subsequently lost them.
Suddenly, a heavy and insistent knocking interrupted her thoughts. Val froze, realising that it was
coming from the doorway to Alchany. She walked to
the door. What if this was one of Excariot’s friends
popping in for a visit? She extended her sword and
cautiously pulled the door ajar.
Waiting on the other side was a tiny woman in a
black suit, who forced her way in. “Don’t point that
thing at me, guard!” she grumbled. Completely unaffected by the sparks flashing from the sword, she
marched with a confident stride across the room.
“Who are you?” Val asked, pocketing her sword
as she followed the strange woman who resembled an
Oompa Loompa in office wear.
“Twenty-three Thirteen, I am your designated
Collector, and you made a pick-up call.” She pulled
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out a clear square of glass from her jacket pocket.
With her thumb and forefinger, she extended it, and
began typing. “Where’s your prisoner?”
“It was a mistake. I’m sorry,” Val apologised.
The woman instantly became visibly agitated. Her
abnormally blue eyes glared at Val whilst she blinked
vigorously like she couldn’t believe anyone would do
that.
“Sit down!” she ordered. Val did as she was told,
bringing their eyes level. “Let’s get something
straight, Twenty-three Thirteen. Crossing dimensions
is easy - filling in regulatory forms takes all of my
life-force. I’ll have to report you to the High Collectors, who’ll then go to the Judges about why you
called me out under false pretenses, and then fill in a
fifty-seven thirty. Do you have any idea how long that
takes?” She poked Val in the chest with her tiny index
finger. It felt like a pen being jabbed at her.
“I really am sorry. I didn’t know this would happen. It’s all new to me.”
“You guards are all the same. So much for perfect
DNA.”
“You can call me Val. That’s my name.” Val attempted a welcoming smile.
“So, Val,” the Collector said, exaggerating her
name and poking her one last time. “Are you ever
going to make a call again when you don’t have a
prisoner for me?” she asked in a patronising tone.
“No.” Val’s head dropped. Her first contact with
the prison was turning into a disaster. Was nothing
going to be easy for her ever again?
The Collector sighed. “Listen, I know you’re new
to this and the only female guard who ever existed, so
you’re going to get it tough. The guards are already
making bets on you failing.”
“Really?”

The Return to Alchany · 379

“Yes. I know your story and I feel for you, but
you have to start getting things right. The Warden will
be on your case if you don’t.” The little woman’s face
softened.
“If it helps, I’m really, really sorry.”
“Not unless sorry, which you say far too much,
fills in the forms for an unauthorised call out, no,” the
woman responded, “it doesn’t.” She tapped on the
screen.
“Can I ask you something?”
“If you must.”
“I don’t understand why no one’s come through
before. You knocked, so surely you could get in? It
seemed like the simplest thing to do… open a door.”
“We can’t cross through dimensions when doors
are closed. It’s the law. Some of us follow it you
know. We can knock, but if no one answers then we
can’t help you. Each planet has to want our assistance. Excariot simply had the door closed.” The
Collector turned and walked towards the portal. “My
advice? Keep it open. You’d do well to remember
that.”
“Will I see you again?” Val needed as many familiar faces as possible right now.
“We’ll be together until you’re killed,” she replied.
“Or retire.” Val was sure death wasn’t her only
option.
“No, guards get killed,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Be aware if anyone apart from me comes though
without prior warning from the Warden; you need to
arrest them on sight.”
“How will I know they’re coming?”
The Collectors eyebrow rose in amusement.
“You’re a guard; you’ll know.”
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Val would have asked a million more questions,
but her Collector was already heading into the portal,
leaving the door ajar.
She was tempted to open it more to see the woman on the other side, nevertheless she thought she’d
better not get into any more trouble.
*
“The guards are betting against me,” Val mumbled to herself in annoyance as she returned
downstairs to switch off the lights and lock up the
bookshop. Out on the High Street, the sun was rising
and the morning air was fresh. Heading to the bus
stop, Val found herself checking every ten paces for
signs of Excariot.
On board the bus, she welcomed the familiar.
Streets rushed past. Her old primary school. Her
mum’s church. Her life might be on its head, but
Arcsdale hadn’t changed. She would use this to
ground herself as everything else spiralled.
Stepping off at her stop Val hurried along, and in
a few minutes was standing on her road. She glanced
around. The only thing following her was her own
shadow, so she dashed across the road and up to her
house. The lights were on downstairs and Val knew
her dad would be getting ready for work. Her mum
would be cooking him a huge breakfast. Or were
they? Now that she’d been forgotten, would they have
the same routine? A wave of sadness washed over
her.
Crossing the garden, Val crouched down under
the lounge window and peeked in. She could see
through the open French doors that her dad was sitting as usual at the kitchen table with a book in hand.
Then her mum appeared, and Val felt a stinging behind her eyes that was almost too painful to bear.
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“Hello,” a voice came from behind her. Val’s
heart leapt. She swung around expecting to see a police officer, but it was just the lad who delivered the
newspapers. Harry… something.
“Hi,” Val responded, trying not to look too much
like a stalker. She rose, sidestepping the window.
“You know the Saunders?” he asked.
“Why?” Val was cautious; this boy could be possessed by an alien for all she knew.
“Because you’re looking in their window at six in
the morning,” he responded, throwing the paper onto
the front step. “Weirdo.” He turned and rode away.
Val slipped to the front door and picked up the
paper. Her fingers rode the top of the page, leaving a
smudge of black ink on her fingertips. The Independent, it was her dad’s favourite, and her mum always
joked that at least it burned well. The good news was
she hadn’t made the front page. She was about to
place it back down when the door opened, and there
was her mum.
“Hello there, do we have a new newspaper girl?”
Susan smiled at her.
There it was, the vacant friendly stare, zero
recognition. Val had been erased. “Standing in for my
brother, Harry. He’s sick.”
“Oh, I do hope he gets better soon.”
“I’m sure he will.” She handed her mum the paper.
“Thank you. You know what The Independent’s
good for?”
“No.” But Val knew exactly what she would say.
“Burning.” Susan’s face broke into a cheeky grin
as she tapped the paper on her hand. “Take care,” she
said closing the door.
Val stood breathing in her mum’s fragrance for as
long as it lasted. Then forced her legs to start walking
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away from the door, but her heart still gripped onto
the handle; holding on to the last of what had been her
previous life. As she reached the end of the road, her
sobs took over, and her chest heaved. Her parents
were safe, but the price was so high.
Val would never see them again, forced to live on
memories because a madman fell in love with the
wrong woman. She wiped her cheek with her sleeve.
But the flow seemed endless. This was a pain that
would never go away, never weaken. But she would
get stronger. She didn’t know how long it would take
for her to find the prisoners, or even if she would survive in one piece, but at least she could be sure her
parents weren’t going to be Excariot’s bargaining
chips.
*
Val made her way back to the bookshop. As she arrived, she noticed something different about the place.
The plaque above the door no longer had Mr. Gallymore’s name on it. It now said ‘Established by Miss.
Valerie Saunders.’ She reached up and placed her fingers on the surname and stroked it. She still had her
name. No one could take that away.
Unlocking the door, she noticed the alarm wasn’t
counting down. She walked over to the box on the
wall where the words ‘New Code’ were flashing.
Val knew exactly what she was going to put in
and spoke the words aloud as she pressed. “Twentythree, Thirteen, enter.”
The End

