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CHAPTER ONE
 
SUPERNATURAL
THINGS
WEREN’T supposed to happen in a fruit and vegetable mart. 
 Apart from the bored middle-aged woman behind the cash machine, lazily writing prices on squares of card, the only people in the large one room store were an old lady over at the fruits, and Turner Conlin. Turner looked around at the stands of colourfully ordered vegetables and fruit. If he was going to start eating better than the instant noodles and pizza he had been overdosing on lately, he was in the right place. He almost felt healthier just being here. So far he had four potatoes in his plastic basket, and gave himself a mental thumbs up.
 Swinging his basket, quietly whistling a tune, Turner strolled up the fruit lane, and passed the green and red rows of various apples: Granny Smith, Bramley, Cox, Spartan. So many varieties. Turner had no idea which were for cooking and which were for eating. Thankfully, he saw the familiar yellow fingers of bananas at the end of the aisle, and made a bee-line for those. 
He drew near the frail-looking old lady. Stooped over the melons, she warily prodded a cantaloupe as if it was about to bite her finger. Just for a moment Turner glanced at the citrus fruit on the other side of the aisle. 
When he looked again, there was a young woman where the old lady had been. 
Mouth open, his gaze locked on the young woman, his neck twisted around as he walked another few steps. It all seemed to happen in slow motion. He had a flash of long red hair, smooth neck and long arms before he bumped into the banana stand, whacking his knee painfully. 
When he turned to look back the young woman was gone. It was just the old lady. 
Turner blinked, unsure of what he had just witnessed. He felt almost dizzy, and became acutely aware of his surroundings, the odour of ripe fruit, the leaves of wilted lettuce on the linoleum tiled floor and the high, white ceiling with its rows of old fluorescent lighting. 
The old woman moved on down the fruit lane.
What just happened? There was a girl. He was sure of it.
He had no recollection of walking to the stand of leeks and spring onions. But now, he used their signs, which sat above the stands on thin wooden poles, to hide behind as he spied on the old lady. Her hair was grey and thin, her hands stick-like, she wore an off-white cardigan and a dress the colour of old moss. She carried a red cane basket in one hand and moved from fruit to fruit, poking, squeezing and smelling. 
Could he make the girl appear again? Turner squinted at the old woman, squeezed his hands into tight balls, and chanted to himself, ‘Pretty girl, pretty girl, pretty girl …’ He waited a moment. Nope, she was still an old lady. He turned his head and quickly looked back. Magic! he thought. But no change. The old woman stubbornly remained an old woman. He frowned at a leek. Maybe he had imagined it? 
He had seen the girl when he had walked past the old lady, so maybe if he got close enough it would work again. He left his base at the leeks and moved stealthily towards the old woman. Back around into the fruit aisle. Nice and slow. Just act casual. His heart quickened, and his hand felt damp on the wire handle of his basket. 
The old lady looked up, her eyes narrowing. 
Turner stopped and feigned interest in the grapes. He could feel perspiration break out on his forehead. After a moment, she went back to choosing oranges and he continued on his quest. One step. Another. Turner’s heart pounded in his chest as he approached the old woman’s slightly hunched back. He held his breath. Closer. Closer. And three feet away, without even a flicker, the old lady transformed into the young woman. 
Turner stopped. Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. And although he had played hundreds of hours of computer games, he had never expected anything like this to happen. If a large blue police box had materialised at that moment, in the middle of the fruit and vegetables, he would not have been at all surprised. 
The girl had her back to him, busy with the oranges. She seemed to be about Turner’s age, somewhere in her early twenties. Her dark red hair fell in thick waves over a short black top and held promises of cherries, roses and wine. Turner’s gaze travelled down to slightly ripped black Levis, with a studded red leather belt and lipstick-red Doc Martens. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, and tucked a stray strand of hair over one ear with her little finger. He liked her style. She was cool. Gracefully cool.
The girl turned around. 
Two things immediately and acutely struck Turner. One, her eyes were a most wonderful orange, the colour of autumn leaves. And two, he had forgotten to move. He realised that he must seem like a stalker just standing there, so close, staring. 
‘I,’ he began, but his tongue was thick, and his mind thicker. 
The girl looked not just surprised, but shocked. Her head turned left and right, as if checking for an escape route. Turner had no idea what to say. 
‘Sorry,’ he finished lamely, and scurried back to the safety of the leeks. ‘Bugger, bugger, bugger!’
Feeling embarrassed, he roughly grasped the timber of the vegetable stand, and stared down at his hands. He panted, full of nervous energy. It was definitely weird. Beyond weird, in fact. But the image of her face wouldn’t leave his mind. She was gorgeous. Weird, but gorgeous.
He heard voices behind him and looked over his shoulder. It was the old woman, talking to the cashier. Turner quickly scanned the store. Nope, no girl. The girl was the old woman. The old woman who somehow transformed into a wonderful red-haired young woman whenever he got close. It was magic. Supernatural. And so, so cool.
‘Do you want these in a plastic bag Mrs Ashton, or back in your basket?’
‘Oh, back in the basket this time Margery, thank you.’
Turner eavesdropped on the conversation while he turned a cucumber over in his hands. Mrs Ashton? That’s not something you would call a twenty-something girl is it?
Without looking back, the old woman shuffled out of the mart. He watched her walk out of sight behind a tall stand of nuts and dried fruit near the doors. He wanted to follow her and see if she turned into a young woman again, or maybe a sword bearing elf, or even a vampire—Turner was prepared for anything at this point, but instead he stood there, immobile, his basket in hand, and his stomach clenched in knots. This was easily the weirdest thing that had ever happened to him. What if he followed her and she really was a blood sucking vampire? He breathed out in a puff. He thought of the girl again, those eyes, and made his decision. He hurried to the counter and gave the bored looking woman his plastic basket of potatoes. 
‘That’ll be one pound five, love.’
Turner opened his wallet. ‘Uh, can I pay by card?’
The woman sighed as if this was the tenth time she’d heard that today. Perhaps it was. ‘Not for four tateys, love.’
Turner glanced at the potatoes, and then towards the entrance. He frantically dug his hands into his jeans for change. He grasped a bunch of coins, but as he pulled them from his pocket they fell and scattered across the floor, rolling in all directions. The woman sighed and looked at him as if he was a cat which had just coughed up a hairball onto her slipper. Turner squatted and began picking up the money. He couldn’t reach the two pound coin which had rolled under the cashier’s counter. 
He looked again in the direction of the doors. He gave up on the coins. He stood quickly. ‘Sorry. Look, I’ll come back later or something OK?’ He left his potatoes on the counter and hurried to the door, to the sound of another deep sigh from the bored looking woman at the counter.
Out on the pavement, his eyes took a moment to adjust to the glare from the spring sun. Then, he looked up and down Wilby’s narrow High Street. Crammed with old buildings pressed up against the pavement, she could have easily ducked into another shop by now. He paced a few steps one way, turned and came back. What had she been wearing? White or green? Turner squinted, looked around again, but still no old lady and no girl. He punched his thigh. Damn!
*
Ember sat directly across the road from the Wilby Fruit & Veg Mart and watched the young man plod away up High Street, hands in pockets, head down. Although he had glanced at her sitting in the bus shelter, he hadn’t given her another look. 
This was because Ember now looked for all the world like an overweight, balding man in pale grey tracksuit trousers, and a dirty white t-shirt with the words ‘Ey up mi duck!’ emblazoned across the front. 
Ember was wearing a fell: a small bit of sorcery that allowed her to disguise herself as anybody else. She had changed from old woman to fat man at the exact moment she had stepped outside the door of the Fruit & Veg Mart. She had then quickly marched across the street and deposited her distinctive red basket out of sight behind the bus shelter. Unfortunately, it was external to her body and she could not disguise it with her fell. She had taken a seat next to a surly looking teenager with white ear buds in his ears, who was busy tapping away at his phone. 
The Fat Loser, as Ember thought of the fat man fell, was one of her favourites. She used it whenever she came to town and just wanted to do a bit of people watching. He made it easy for her to eat at a fast food place, or sit in the town square, next to the sixteenth century clock tower, and throw warm chips to the pigeons. Nobody bothered a middle-aged scruffy fat man.
Ember had frowned and let out a small gasp when she had seen the young man from the Fruit & Veg Mart lunge out the door and look frantically up and down the street. Her fat man had curled his hands into fists, and she sat upright on the bus shelter’s aluminium seat. 
In the store Ember had been surprised when the young man had approached her, and had almost been willing to pass him off as some weird, shy guy. But seeing the way he looked for her after he had left the store, made Ember think twice about that. 
Because, why would a perfectly nice looking young man run out of a store and search for an old woman like that? Not unless …
Ember had to get home. Her sisters would need to know about this. 
She rose from the bus shelter seat, grabbed her basket, and remembering to waddle like a fat man, walked up High Street. She passed the florist and the Cute Cuts Hairdresser, and turned down Westbury Road to where she had parked the Land Rover at Tesco’s, Wilby’s only supermarket. She had decided against completing her shopping trip; bigger things were afoot. 
She closed the door of the four-wheel drive and looked around to make sure no one was watching. Then, she closed her eyes and began to change fells again. She imagined she stood in front of a mirror and old Mrs Ashton stared back. One moment she was The Fat Loser, the next, old Mrs Ashton. Hello dearie.
Ember grasped the steering wheel and took a deep breath. Things had been nice and quiet lately. But if that guy was what Ember thought he was, she and her sisters would have to come back into town, track him down—and kill him.
*
Still keeping an eye out for the old lady, Turner marched up High Street. If anyone would believe him about the transforming girl, it was his mad friend Derek.
A small electronic duck quacked as Turner entered the Wilby Computer Fix. The shop was small, and tightly packed with shelves of computer accessories: speakers, mice, keyboards, and USB toys, but not many actual computers. Turner knew the main business of the shop was repairing people’s broken machines.  
A young man with long shaggy hair and a scruffy short beard looked up from behind the computer at the front desk. He wore a black t-shirt with the letters ‘WCF:WTF?’ printed in yellow across the chest.
‘Turner! Whatcha know mate?’
Turner walked to the glass counter. He looked back at the door, and took a deep breath. ‘Derek, you are not going to believe what just happened to me.’
A calculating look came over Derek’s face. ‘You found your mojo? It was in a sock.’
‘Ha ha. No, I …’
‘You discovered that your deep and secret yearning for ABBA music means you can now wear your showgirl outfit with pride?’
‘What? I mean, really. What?’
Derek opened a box of USB drives with a small knife. ‘Wait, I got this. An alien.’
‘Derek.’
‘Yes mate?’
‘Stop. Listen OK? There was this girl in the Fruit & Veg Mart.’
Derek raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh, did you … hang on, when you say girl, what do you mean, you pervert?’
Turner ran his hand through his hair. ‘Oh my God, Derek. Really? She was twenty one, twenty two. Well, most of the time.’
Derek had a handful of the USB drives in plastic packets. He placed them in a pile on the counter, and looked up. ‘What do you mean, most of the time?’
Turner placed his hands behind his head. ‘I mean, there was this old lady.’
‘I thought you said girl?’
‘Yeah, but first, there was this old lady. When I walked past her she turned into the girl. A really pretty girl.’
‘Just, turned into?’
Turner realised how this was sounding. God, he was sounding crazy to himself. ‘Yes. Like a switch being thrown. One second, old lady, next second pretty girl. She literally changed in front of my eyes.’
Derek grabbed his small pile of USB drives, walked around the counter and began to hang the packets on a display stand. ‘Right. Right. Shape changing. OK, cool.’
Turner followed his friend. ‘You don’t believe me.’
‘Look, Turner. I want to believe. I want to believe everything. Aliens, Hollow Earth, elves, ESP, friggin Tinker Gnomes of Dragonlance. I want to believe in them all. But which of those have I ever seen in my twenty seven times around the sun? Zilch. Big fat zero. So no, I don’t believe you. But I do want some of the weed you’re on. It sounds intense.’
Turner let out a deep sigh. He thought if anyone would believe him it would be crazy Derek. ‘Haven’t smoked anything and I’m not on anything else either. I saw it.’
Derek pointed to a row of clip on webcams. ‘Did you take a photo? Or, even better, a video?’
‘No, there wasn’t enough time.’
‘Show me when you do. Till then, you want to grab some noodles up the street? It’s my lunch time.’
Turner wanted to scream in his friends face, tell him it had really happened. He knew what he’d seen. But he knew better than to push the point. Derek wouldn’t bend. End of story.
Turner sighed and stuck his hands in his pockets. ‘OK, noodles it is.’
*
Ember sped through the tunnel of old oaks that lined the driveway to her home, Wickerwell Manor. 
She tapped the steering wheel with her fingernail, looked once in the rear-view mirror and dropped her fell.
 The manor house appeared from behind the trees: a gothic dollhouse, a hodgepodge of stone facades, decorated gables, turrets and intersecting, pointed roofs. Despite her current edginess, Ember smiled and thought, crazy old house; just the home for a group of misfit sorcerous sisters. The Land Rover parked beside a round, stone fountain. A marble, naked nymph stood in its centre, bearing a pitcher on her shoulder from which the water tumbled.
Ember entered the large entrance hall. ‘Hello?’ Her voice echoed of the high ceiling and the timber staircase.
‘Hi Em! We’re in the Great Hall,’ came the voice of her sister Chloe.
Ember turned into an arched doorway which led into large room, easily the largest in the manor. This was the room the five sisters spent the most time in. Lit with dusty beams of light from the many bay windows, it had worn wooden floors, a large fireplace and a motley collection of furniture covered in piles of old books and maps. One corner though had been set aside, looking all the world like the room of a small girl. It contained a bed with a fairy adorned duvet, colouring books, and a small TV, in front of which a young girl sat watching cartoons. Usually Ember would stop and say hello to her ‘little’ sister Skye, but today she gave her a quick wave as she strode into the room.
Celeste, Ember’s eldest sister, put down the cup of tea she’d been sipping. ‘What is it, Ember? I can feel you’re upset.’ Ember’s other sisters, Brooke and Chloe also wore looks of concern.
Ember stopped, took a deep breath and said, ‘I think I saw a Skorn.’
Celeste stood. ‘What? Where?’
Chloe pointed to an empty chair. ‘Sit Em. Tell us.’
Ember collapsed into the ancient, upholstered armchair. ‘It was in the Fruit & Veg Mart. It looked like a guy.’
Celeste sat down again. ‘And?’
‘And he was kind of watching me. Not me of course, Mrs Ashton.’
Chloe frowned. ‘Is that it, Em? Kind of watching you? What did he look like?’
Ember could see the doubt on her sister’s faces. She looked around at each of them. ‘In his early twenties I think. Shaggy hair. Unshaven. Jeans, t-shirt. I caught him standing just behind me as well. Really close.’
Brooke laughed. ‘Some wanker gets his jollies from sniffing old ladies. So what?’
‘No,’ said Ember, ‘it was more than that.’
Celeste picked up her tea and took a sip. ‘Doesn’t sound like much really, does it, Em? Although Skorn aren’t easy to spot, they usually give themselves away with twitching, sniffing and that kind of thing. He was probably just some sad sack.’
Ember stood up. ‘Bloody hell! I tell you I saw a Skorn and you guys just brush it off! Thanks!’ 
A candle on the coffee table between the seats flickered into life, its flame jumping from the wick.
Brooke gave a little smirk. ‘Hey, calm down fire girl.’
Ember felt her face flush, and knew her eyes had probably gone from orange to red. She wanted so much to slap that smirk off Brooke’s face—with a flaming hand. ‘Shut up, Brooke! You watery …’
Brooke sat back in her chair with her arms folded. ‘What, Em? Watery what? Is that all you got?’
Celeste rose and put her arm around Ember, turning her toward the door. ‘Let’s you and I go for a walk, huh?’
Ember shook free from her sister. ‘Just … just leave me alone.’ She made sure the large old door slammed loudly behind her.
*
Ember stayed in her room for an hour or two reading and calming down, before she remembered she’d left the fruit and vegetables she had bought earlier in the day in the car. After retrieving them, she took the basket and its contents to the kitchen.
Chloe and Brooke were putting away the dishes from lunch.
‘Hi Em,’ said Chloe as Ember entered the room, ‘we missed you at lunch.’
Brooke dropped the tea towel she’d been wiping dishes with onto the bench and without a word started to walk from the room.
‘Brooke …’ 
Brooke halted and glared at Ember. Ember wanted to say sorry, but more than that she wanted Brooke to apologise as well. All she was getting from her sister was a raised eyebrow. 
Ember exhaled loudly, and waited another moment. ‘Nothing …’
Brooke smiled, shook her head and stalked out of the room.
‘God damn it,’ Ember said through gritted teeth.
Chloe opened her arms. ‘Come here you.’
Chloe’s hug felt so good. Ember loved her big, all of three years older, sister. She and Chloe had always been close, helped she guessed, by how they were the odd ones out in the looks department. Celeste, Brooke and Skye all had similar blonde hair and pale skin. Ember’s red hair defined her from the others. And Chloe, slightly exotic Chloe, had an Indian appearance.
Apart from the old Skye, Chloe was really the only one who gave Ember unconditional love, and therefore received the same from Ember in return. Celeste, the mother-hen of the group, always kept a little distance between herself and her sisters. While Brooke and Ember … well they had never been close. The others put it down to Ember being a fire elemental and Brooke water; they were bound to clash. Ember put it down to Brooke just being a constant bitch. And then there was Skye, the little girl who wasn’t, the little girl who hadn’t spoken, or even smiled, in over three years. Before Skye’s accident she and Ember had been not just sisters, but best friends.
Ember pulled away from Chloe’s embrace. ‘Thanks Chloe. I needed that.’
‘You and her …’ Chloe shook her head.
‘I know. I know.’
‘You shouldn’t let her get under your skin Em. She knows what buttons to push to annoy you.’
‘But she never stops pushing them, that’s the thing,’ said Ember.
Chloe lifted a pile of plates into the cupboard. ‘You should do what I do. When Brooke’s in one of her moods, tune her out. Imagine she’s not even there.’
Ember said nothing. Tuning out Brooke would be like trying to tune out a tornado. She grabbed a glass from the bench and filled it with water.
‘Thanks for the fruit and veg,’ said Chloe. ‘You didn’t do the other shopping?’
‘No. Not after seeing the Sk … the guy who wasn’t, couldn’t have been, never was a Skorn.’
‘Tell you what,’ said Chloe, leaning on the kitchen bench, ‘how about I come shopping with you tomorrow, and we’ll see if we can’t spot that Skorn guy again? I’ll go buy some bottles of wine and visit the bakery, while I’m there.’
Ember finished her glass of water, and placed the empty glass on the sink. ‘Thanks Chloe. We’ll do that. It’ll be nice having you there. OK, I’m going to hang out with Skye for a while.’
‘Sure. Make her smile OK?’ Chloe said as Ember left the room.
Ember found Skye in her corner of the Great Hall, lying on her bed. She was filling in a colouring book with a blue crayon, the only colour she used.
Ember sat down on the girl’s bed. ‘Hey there Skye-high. Whatchadoin?’
Skye looked up at Ember, and tucked some white-blonde hair behind her ear. But of course didn’t say a word.
‘Sorry about before. Fighting with the Brooke-head.’ 
A tiny part of Ember had hoped using her and Skye’s old secret nick-name for their sister would induce a smile. No luck, of course. But Ember gave a small gasp when the little girl climbed off the bed, stood in front of Ember and gave her a hug. Oh how Ember wished it wasn’t an eight year old version of her sister she was hugging though. When, three years ago, in the midst of a battle, Scathers had enveloped Skye for over a minute, forcing the nineteen year old woman to revert back to an earlier self in shock, they had also taken away a large part of Ember’s world.
Ember felt tears sting her eyes. ‘I miss you Skye,’ she said into the girl’s shoulder. ‘I miss you so much.’
*
Turner knew he was procrastinating by going grocery shopping on a Wednesday afternoon. But what was the point of being a freelance computer programmer if it meant he couldn’t take time off whenever he liked? He twirled his green shopping bag around his finger. Living the dream Turner, living the dream. 
He strolled the ten minute trip from his flat to the centre of town with his mind still on the girl from yesterday. Before talking with Derek, Turner had been sure he’d seen the old lady transform into a young woman, but now he wasn’t so sure. It was as if Derek had planted false memories in Turner’s head. Damn it! On High Street he passed by Derek’s computer shop and noticed the little sign in the glass door: ‘Out to Lunch.’ Turner was relieved his friend wasn’t in. He didn’t really want another conversation about hallucinations or ‘delusional perceptions’ as Derek kept calling them.
The street was busy with shoppers, mostly elderly or young mothers, as it was midday in the middle of the week. Once or twice Turner had to step out of the way of women with large pushers.
He was going to do his shopping at the Tesco around the corner, but first popped into the Wilby Fruit & Veg. Just in case. There were a few shoppers in there, but no magic girl. After a quick look around he left without buying anything, just like yesterday.
Once at the supermarket, Turner grabbed a small trolley, and noticed as he wheeled it through the vegetable section its front right wheel didn’t touch the ground properly and spun around in a mad pirouette. This small town Tesco was not up to the standard of supermarket Turner had been used to when he lived in London. Its aisles were narrower, its ceiling lower with its metal beams showing, and although the shelves were well stocked there wasn’t the range of products you could find in the larger city stores. He pushed his unruly trolley around trying to avoid the things he was trying to eat less of: frozen pizzas, chocolate biscuits, pop and so on. He had finally succeeded in grabbing some potatoes and bananas, and now headed to the pasta aisle.
A strange feeling came over him as he approached the pasta and rice aisle. His head felt cloudy, and the only thing he could think of was the red hair of the girl from the Fruit & Veg Mart. When he turned the corner into the pastas, he saw why; she was there! She was in her old lady form, wearing the same green dress and white cardigan, head down, scrutinising pasta sauces at the other end of the aisle. Turner’s pulse jumped. His hands squeezed the trolley handle. He stared, he looked away, and he looked back. 
She was here!
His heart pounded. He wanted to get close enough so she would transform into that girl again. She hadn’t looked in his direction yet, so taking a deep breath, head down, he pushed his trolley up the aisle. He had no idea what he was going to say when he got there, especially if she turned into a young woman.
About ten feet away the old lady looked up, and spotted Turner. Damn! Her eyes went wide, and she spun her trolley around so quickly she almost bumped into a fat middle aged woman with a shopping basket over one pudgy arm. The fat woman began to talk to the old lady, so Turner took the chance to creep a bit closer, until he was just a few feet from the two women. There! It happened; she had transformed into the girl again! Turner was so pleased to see that red hair and slim body he wanted to do a little dance, but instead pretended to be interested in the pasta sauces on the shelf. 
‘Mrs Ashton! Fancy running into you! Stocking up again?’ came the voice of the fat woman. 
‘Oh hello, Mrs Winslow. Yes, yes, you know how it is, don't like to make more than one trip into town a month if I can help it.’
‘You should get someone to do the shopping for you. Someone younger perhaps? It must be hard for someone of your years …’ said the fat woman.
 Turner’s gaze was on the jar of tomato and basil sauce in his hand, but his ears were on the conversation behind him. His nose wrinkled at the syrupy tone of Mrs Winslow’s voice. 
 ‘Yes, yes. I mean no, I enjoy the shopping really. Excuse me, Mrs Winslow I need to keep going …’
Turner saw his chance, and taking a deep breath, turned and said to the girl, ‘Uh, excuse me,’ he began, ‘I saw you at the pasta sauces, could you … uh, recommend a good one?’ Turner mentally face-palmed. Jesus, what a stupid line!
The girl's eyes widened, and without a word tried to push past both Turner and Mrs Winslow, who now stood arms crossed, staring hard at Turner.
Mrs Winslow snorted through her nose, which wrinkled upwards, pig-like. ‘What do you want from Mrs Ashton young man? Are you after her money or something?’
‘Mrs Winslow!’ said the girl.
Turner was confused. ‘Money? No. What?’ Trying to ignore the old busybody, he noticed the girl had a dragon tattoo beneath her left collarbone and said, ‘I like your dragon by the way …’
Turner wasn't prepared for what happened next. The girl jumped as if zapped with an electric prod, and leaving her half-full trolley, scurried off down the pasta aisle.
Mrs Winslow’s left eye twitched madly and she went red in the face. 'Help! Help! Get the manager! There’s a pervert here! Security!'
Several other shoppers started walking towards the commotion. Turner had no idea what was going on. His head whipped between the bellowing fat lady and the retreating young woman. This is why I don't try to pick up girls, he thought.
The girl had reached the front of the store. Turner realised with a shock she hadn’t reverted back to an old woman. ‘Wait!’ he yelled, and ran after her.
‘He's after old Mrs Ashton's money!’ Mrs Winslow yelled from behind him.
The girl strode quickly to the store entrance. Turner raised his hand, palm out. ‘You can't leave!’ Incredibly, she stopped; the sliding doors wouldn't open.
The girl stepped back, and then forward again trying to make the doors open to no avail. Abruptly she spun on her heel and glared at Turner, her eyes wide and fierce. She then flung her arms together as if pulling giant curtains closed. Packets of pasta and rice erupted from the shelves. Turner ducked and covered his head, just as a loud crash came from the front of the store. Someone nearby screamed, and from further away in the store the cry, ‘Get down! Get down!’
Turner rose up on his knees to see the girl walk over the blown out remains of the front sliding doors, and run into the car park.
‘Was it a bomb?’ asked an old man who had been standing next to Turner, but who now knelt on the floor. He grasped at two long strands of spaghetti that stuck out of his neck, like some misplaced insect antennae. His hand came away smeared with blood. ‘Oh,’ he said faintly, ‘neck spaghetti blood,’ and fainted to the ground. Turner dived and grabbed the old man’s shoulders just in time to stop his head from hitting the floor. 
When he gently lowered the old man’s head onto the tiles, Turner noticed the mess. The old man was covered in pasta and rice, and there were piles of packets, boxes of rice and pasta strewn across the floor. Turner wondered how he had escaped being struck by anything. For although the shelves around them were empty, where Turner had been standing there was an empty circle, completely devoid of even a grain of rice. 
 A state of chaos gripped the supermarket. People pointing, yelling, running. Many had tentatively began to gather around the remains of the front doors. Half a dozen customers and staff now stood around Turner and the old man on the floor.
Turner’s head spun. Shopping. Potatoes. Pretty girl. Old lady. Pasta and ... bang? Something astonishing had just happened, but for the life of him he had no idea what it was.
‘That's him! That's the terrorist!’ Turner looked up to see the fat old woman stab her chubby finger at him. He hardly knew her, but Turner already hated Mrs Winslow. A lot.
*
Ember ran across the car park, startling people who had never seen an octogenarian sprint like that. Chloe, who had been sitting in the Land Rover disguised as the male gardener, was already running towards Ember. ‘What the hell is going on, Em … Mrs Ashton?’
‘No time, Chloe. Skorn! Get in. Drive!’ Ember ran past her sister to the car and yanked open the passenger door.
She was so glad her sister didn’t stop to argue, but jumped straight back into the driver’s seat. Within moments they sped from the car park, just narrowly missing a woman pushing a stroller, whose scream of abuse could be heard even over the screech of the tyres. Safely out onto High Street, Chloe, eyes straight ahead, knuckles white on the steering wheel said, ‘A Skorn? You sure this time?’
Ember leant hard back into the seat, and let out a long breath. ‘Yes. No. I think so. It was the same guy, and he saw through my fell. He saw through my fell, Chloe! And he had powers. I’ll tell you all about it when we get home.’
‘Jesus, Ember. You better be right. You completely blew your cover back there.’
Ember winced and tried to think of anything she could have done differently. She put her head in her hands and then pulled her hair back from her face.
‘I know. But I had to get out.’
Chloe patted her sister’s arm. ‘If it really was a Skorn, thank God you did. But using our powers in public is a big no-no remember. Your story had better be good—or Celeste will tear you apart.’
Ember bit her lip and thought about how her eldest sister would react to all this. An angry Celeste. On reflection, the Skorn at Tesco’s didn’t seem so bad.
*
Ember could tell Chloe was worried by the way she sped down the long driveway.
 Chloe punched the steering wheel softly. ‘You realise if what you say is true, we will probably have another Scather battle on our hands?’
Ember closed her eyes. ‘I know, I know.’
Nobody answered their calls of hello as they walked through the house. Ember and Chloe found the other three sisters out the back of the manor house. They sat on picnic rugs in the shade of a large elm.
Ember and Chloe exited through the sunroom and walked down the back steps.
 Celeste waved. ‘Over here.’
Celeste sat, leaning against the tree reading, Brooke was lying on her stomach with her legs in the sun, and Skye was stretched out on the other rug, drawing a picture of a rabbit, surrounded by a scattering of blue pencils.
Ember marched across the short green lawn to the edge of the rugs and put her hands on her hips. ‘I was right!’
Brooke mumbled into her arm, ‘What are you screeching about?’ 
Ignoring Brooke, Ember spoke to Celeste. ‘The Skorn. I saw him … it again.’
‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Brooke.
Celeste frowned, and placed a brown leaf in her book as a bookmark. ‘Chloe?’
Chloe placed an arm around Ember. ‘I think it’s something. We should listen to what she has to say.’
Chloe sat up straight. ‘OK, Em. Tell us about your Skorn.’
‘What about Skye? Should we talk somewhere else?’ asked Chloe as she and Ember sat down next to the little girl. Ember placed a hand on Skye’s back.
‘Maybe hearing about Skorns and Scathers will shock her back,’ said Celeste.
‘Celeste!’ said Chloe.
‘What? We’ve tried everything else. Look,’ said Celeste, as she counted on her fingers. ‘Our twenty-two year old sister is a mute eight-year-old girl. She can’t fight. We are not a full Vordene. Skorns bring Scathers.’ She ticked off the last finger on her left hand. ‘So, if we fight, we’re done for.’
‘I can still fight. And there are four of us,’ said Ember.
‘As a foursome we’re hardly stronger than as individuals. We need the power of the five. Without Skye we aren’t really a Vordene—we haven’t been for over three years. 
Chloe looked at her hands. ‘Maybe it’s time we …’
Celeste shook her head, her gaze intense. ‘No, Chloe. We’ve talked about this. We are going to give it another year. If Skye doesn’t come back to us by then, that’s when we start talking about the succession.’
Yeah, thought Ember, ‘succession’ meant babies. And apart from Chloe, none of them were ready to go down that road quite yet.
‘But we might not have a year if Ember’s right,’ said Chloe, bringing the conversation back on track.
Frowning, Celeste turned to Ember. ‘Tell us.’
Ember took a deep breath. ‘It was the same guy, but this time in the supermarket. Chloe was waiting for me in the car. I started the shopping, as Mrs Ashton of course, but then I saw him in the rice and pasta aisle, looking at me all weird again. Just as I was about to get the hell out of there I ran into old Mrs Winslow.’
‘Ugh,’ said Chloe. 
‘Yeah. She started carrying on like she does, then the guy comes up and asks me about what sauce I like or something. Mrs Winslow accuses him of being after my money, but the guy ignores her and get this … compliments me on my dragon tatt.’
Celeste leant forward. ‘What?! He saw through your fell?’
‘Yep.’ Ember brushed hair from her face. ‘So I ran … well walked quickly to the front doors. Then, he yelled out “Stop” or something and the doors wouldn’t open.’
Brooke sat up. ‘Jesus.’
‘So that’s when I spun around and, using a little bit of power, made stuff from the shelves fly at him. Then, no other choice, I blew out the doors and made a run for it.’
‘Damn,’ said Celeste, ‘damn, damn, bloody damn.’
Ember bit her lip. ‘I know Celeste, I know. But I was trapped. Trapped in the same building as a Skorn. Possible Skorn.’ 
Ember knew Celeste was concerned about the Skorn, but she was probably just as worried about the girls’ secrets being exposed. Without their disguises, their fells, people would start to talk about the five sisters who lived by themselves in the large old manor. If it was one thing the girls didn’t need, it was attention.
‘Chloe,’ said Celeste, ‘have you come across anything like this? Skorns with those sort of powers? I thought they were sort of spies, on the lookout for people like us.’
Chloe shook her head. ‘I’ve never read anything like that. Skorns are just people infected by Scathers …’
‘Scather zombies,’ said Brooke.
Chloe didn’t even smile. ‘Yeah. We’re not even sure if their main purpose is to sniff out Vordenes or whether that’s just a by-product of having the spirit of a Grimshade creature inside you. I’m not even sure Skorns can see through fells. If they had too much power we’d be able to sense them.’
‘So what do we do?’ Ember asked Celeste.
Celeste stood up. ‘We go Skorn hunting that’s what. You, me and Chloe. Brooke, you stay here with Skye.’
‘Hey!’ said Brooke, ‘Why don’t I get to see some action? Make Ember stay home, it’s her turn to look after Skye.’
The little girl now sat cross-legged watching the conversation closely. Ember gave her small smile.
‘I don’t mind sitting this one out,’ said Chloe. ‘Talking about Scathers made me remember something I’d read in one of Great Aunt Rhea’s journals. Something about the Ring.’
Celeste sighed. ‘We’d all love to find our Ring Chloe. We’ve been waiting most our lives, haven’t we? But there’s a time and a place, and this …’
‘But it’s important, Celeste. Really. I’m going to talk to Aunt Lani about it too.’ Chloe pointed to the small chapel on the other side of a low stone wall, the home of their aunt.
Ember looked in the direction of the chapel and said softly, ‘She may not be much help, Chloe. She’s getting worse. Yesterday I found her lying on her back in the vegie patch. When I asked what she was doing she said she was learning Vegetablese.’
‘She’s gone a bit nutty, yeah,’ said Chloe, just as quietly. ‘But she’s still our Aunt Lani, and our only living connection to our other Aunts, Granny Ira and all that. Like I said, it’s important.’
Celeste put her hand on her forehead and nodded. ‘OK, fine. Brooke, you’re in.’
Brooke punched the air. ‘Woo! Gonna go skin some Skorn scum!’
As one, the other three sighed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
IT
WAS
LATE afternoon by the time Turner escaped all the commotion at the supermarket. After standing around with a dozen other customers for an hour, and finally giving a statement to the police and then talking to a reporter, he wanted nothing more than to get home.
Chaucer Street was a narrow road, tightly packed with rows of 1950s semi-detached houses, each fronted with a minuscule front garden. The inhabitants on this street seemed to be having a little war in trying to outdo each other in elaborate letterboxes. Turner passed a small castle, a football, a miniature pillar box and his favourite, the ceramic mermaid sitting atop a rock-like letterbox at number 6.
Carl, an exuberant border collie, met Turner half way down the street. Carl belonged to Mr Holt, Turner’s landlord, but unlike his owner, Carl always met Turner in a frenzy of enthusiasm. 
Turner bent down to ruffle the dog’s thick black and white coat. ‘Hello Carl. How did you get out, huh? Cheeky dog.’ In answer Carl gave a small bark and danced around Turner, his tail wagging vigorously.
Turner reached the gate of number 8 and not for the first time, shook his head at its small rusted metal letterbox. The house itself looked just as unloved. Heavy curtains were drawn across all the downstairs windows—windows in a desperate need of a wash—and weathered white paint peeled in scabby patches from the house, revealing the red brick underneath. 
Old Mr Holt knelt in his tiny front garden, and muttered to himself as he stabbed away at a flower bed with a garden trowel. Turner had been hoping to get up to his flat without running into the man, but no luck. In a blur, Carl ran through the gate behind Turner, and straight over the top of Mr Holt’s freshly turned soil.
‘Get off there, you bloody mutt!’ said the old man and flapped his hand at the dog.
Thinking this was a great game, Carl ran in a circle on the tiny patch of lawn, stopped with his head down, tail wagging frantically and barked happily.
Mr Holt threw a small clump of dirt at the dog. ‘Stupid animal. No food for you tonight!’
Taking advantage of Mr Holt’s attention being elsewhere, Turner was just about to slip through the front door.
‘You! Boy! Don’t think I don’t see you.’ The old man pointed his dirty trowel at Turner. ‘I’ve told you about that loud music of yours at night. Thump, thump, thump.’
‘It’s not music, Mr Holt. It’s just games. On the computer.’
The old man squinted. ‘Music, games, it’s all bloody noise to me. Next time I hear a peep out of you after six o’clock I’ll double your rent.’
‘But …’
‘Double!’ said the old man. He laughed, which became a wheeze and ended in a rasping cough. 
‘OK, OK. I’ll keep it down.’
The stairs emitted a staccato of chalkboard squeaks as Turner trudged up to his flat. Tomorrow he was going to start looking for a new place to live. Wilby wasn’t a big town, but he was sure he could find something better. Some place with a nicer landlord. He’d pay double for that.
*
Turner stood in his small kitchen and tossed a piece of macaroni into the air above his head. 
He squinted. ‘Super power activate.’ But it hit his head on the way down, before joining its pasta brothers on the white tiled floor.
Turner sighed, grabbed the small brush and shovel from under the kitchen sink and swept up the dropped macaroni. He emptied the pasta into the rubbish bin. How had he been able to dodge all that flying food at Tesco’s? It all hinged on that young woman … if that’s what she was. It seemed everybody else was under the impression she was an eighty year old lady. But he was certain the girl he’d spoken to was the real deal, and the old lady was some sort of magic mask. At least he hoped so, because there was something about her that made his stomach do little flip flops.
From across the living room Turner looked at his bedroom door, held up his hand as if stopping traffic, and said, ‘You shall not leave!’ He hurried to the door and turned the handle. It opened easily. 
‘Bugger,’ he said.
A scatter of little taps came from his front door. Thinking it would be Mr Holt ready to growl at him some more, he hesitated at first. But after another volley of knocks, these ones louder, more insistent, Turner sighed and opened the door. He let out a small ‘Oh!’ of surprise when he saw it wasn’t the old man, but the horrible Mrs Winslow from the supermarket. Turner winced. This close she really was revolting. A red rash covered one side of her neck and fell away into the crevice of her double chin. And it looked like she’d robbed a homeless woman for her cardigan and dress.
‘Oh hello, Mrs Winslow. You startled me. What can I do for you?’
The old lady’s eyes narrowed, her nose twitched. ‘Hello again, Mr Conlin. After all that hullaballoo at the shops I just needed to clear a few things up, and I couldn’t do it while those police and nosy reporters were around.’ Her fat cheeks tightened slightly. ‘Going to invite me in?’
If that was a smile she certainly needed some practice. He glanced at her eyes before looking away quickly; they were stony, almost lifeless.
Turner shivered slightly. He looked over his shoulder. ‘Uh, no sorry. I was … just about to take a shower … or, no, yes, a shower.’
Mrs Winslow gave a phlegmy grunt. ‘Fine, it doesn’t matter. I just have one or two questions for you. When you spoke to Mrs Ashton and mentioned her dragon, what did you mean?’
Turner rubbed the back of his neck. He noticed Mrs Winslow place one hand in her large handbag. He decided then and there whatever the scary woman asked he wouldn’t tell her the truth. There was no way he was going to give her anything. At all.
‘I … was having fun with an old lady, that’s all. I’m a mean bastard like that.’
Behind her thick rimmed glasses her watery eyes narrowed even more. ‘Are you? Are you really?’
‘Yup. Biggus prickus they call me. I was just teasing the old woman.’
‘And what did you make of the … events at the front of the store?’
Another lie: ‘It was a mini earthquake. Everybody said so, right?’
The fat old woman looked like she was chewing the inside of her mouth. She slowly looked Turner up and down. Her hand shifted in her bag. ‘I don’t think you’re telling me …’
She stopped and looked around at the noise of a door opening somewhere in the house. A moment later heavy footfalls indicated someone coming up the stairs. Mrs Winslow patted down her dress, turned quickly and left. Turner saw with relief it was Derek.
From the top of the stairs Derek watched the old woman thump down to the ground floor and slam the door as she left. He looked over at Turner. ‘Whoa, mate! Is that the kind of company you like to keep?’
Turner gave a weak laugh and invited his friend into his flat. He’d never been so happy to see the scruffy nut.
Derek sat down heavily on the sofa, his arms stretched across the back. ‘Saw you on the news, matey. They showed a photo of you in the report. You’re bloody famous. Mini earthquake? In Wilby?’
Turner slowly closed the door. ‘What? Oh … yeah. It was loads of fun.’ 
He decided against telling Derek that it was the girl again. The magic girl. The ‘delusional perception.’ Turner never liked lying, but he liked being called a liar even less.
‘Not much of an earthquake then. Didn’t feel anything down the road.’
Turner grabbed a couple of cans of cola from the fridge, handed one to Derek and sat down with a deep sigh.
Lie time. ‘It wasn’t a big quake … if that’s what it was. A stack of food fell down near me, and the police and reporters wanted to know what I knew.’ Turner thought of the girl. ‘Which wasn’t much. They kept me there because that fat old lady you passed in the hall said I was a terrorist.’
Derek spluttered cola over the coffee table. ‘Oops. Sorry. Terrorist? You? You’re the wimpiest bloke I know!’
‘Ha ha. Thanks.’ Turner grabbed a cloth from the kitchen sink and wiped up the mess on the coffee table. Derek watched him with a large grin. 
Turner sat down next to his friend. ‘Anyway, after they checked the CCTV footage and couldn’t see me planting any bombs or anything, they let me go.’
‘So what was Mrs Boombah in the hall here for? You and her hit it off? Wink, wink.’
‘Ugh. No, really, that’s gross.’ But Turner couldn’t help smiling. ‘Maybe she wanted to see with her own eyes whether my place looked like a terrorist’s.’
Derek looked around. ‘It does kinda look like a bomb went off in here.’
Turner had seen Derek’s flat above the computer shop. ‘Ha. You can talk!’ 
Derek scratched the side of his short beard. ‘Well after all that, how would you like to go down to the pub for a few ales? Get your mind off things.’
His friend had no idea how much Turner wanted to get his mind off things. ‘Sure, we can do that …’
Derek took a noisy slurp of his cola. ‘Cool. Make sure you’re wearing the same clothes as you were on the telly.’
‘Oh I see, you’re just using me for bait.’
Derek smirked. ‘Yep. Me and my mate the TV star. We might get lucky tonight.’
‘Cheeky bastard.’
*
It was evening. The lights in the Tesco car-park shone down on what looked to be three plainclothes policemen. They ducked under the blue and white police tape strung across the entrance, and strode up to the now dark supermarket.
Brooke came to a halt next to her sisters in front of the store. ‘You know what I’d like to do one day? Wear a fell of a bloodied clown and walk down High Street.’
Ember didn’t know if her sister was trying to be funny, but she wouldn’t put it past Brooke to try that stunt. ‘I could see that. And instead of a red nose it could be all broken and bloodied.’
Brooke gave a lopsided grin. ‘Oh yeah! Good idea. And I could …’
Celeste let out a sigh. ‘Stop it you two. What are you, sixteen again? This is serious. Ember, you met this possible Skorn. Can you picture him in your mind and see his vapour trail?’
The sister’s stood in front of the supermarket: three men in suits. A stray fast-food wrapper tumbled past them.
Celeste took another look around. ‘Stand close you two, touch hands.’
Brooke and Celeste stepped in closer to Ember and touched the backs of their hands against hers. Almost immediately Ember felt her power increase, just as it always did when the Vordene touched. Ember closed her eyes.
‘Can you see anything?’ asked Brooke.
Ember shut her eyes tighter. ‘Hang on, I’m concentrating.’ She pictured the young man, remembering not just what he looked like but the way he moved, the sound of his voice, the essence of him. When she opened her eyes she saw it: his vapour trail, the after image of his aura. It lit up the inside of the front of the supermarket near the checkouts—he must have mooched around in there for a while—then like a giant luminous snake it streamed out of the store, curving across the supermarket car park to a side street.
‘This way,’ said Ember, and strode off across the empty car park. She had broken the contact with her sisters but could still see the blue sinuous glow of the young man’s vapour trail. To cross the road they had to step through it, and although she had passed through many, she had never felt anyone’s vapour trail before, and strangely, perversely perhaps, as they were supposed to be tailing a monster, it felt … fresh and clear. Nice. 
*
Turner and Derek were drunk. After a couple of hours in the Hog and Horse trying to forget the day’s events, Turner had put away too many pints. And he was sure Derek had knocked back more than him. They weaved across Kerr’s Park, near the centre of town, their shadows long and black, their breath coming in clouds in the cool evening air.
Derek was playing the ‘leg game’ where he would yell ‘legs!’ whenever he remembered he had legs. He had just made it up five minutes earlier and both men thought it was the best game ever invented.
‘Legs!’ Derek yelled. ‘Legs!’ They both laughed so hard they almost fell over.
 Turner held up finger, and said solemnly, ‘I’m gonna make …’
‘Legs!’
‘Shush. I’m gonna … what was it … oh yeah … I’m gonna code a game about your game an’ I’m gonna call it …’
‘Legs!’
Turner stopped, wobbled slightly and poked his friend in the chest. ‘Howdja know?’
 Abruptly, Derek spun around, and using the sides of his feet, kicked an imaginary football in Turner’s direction. Turner kneed the ‘ball’ up into the air and bounced it off the top of his head.
‘Goal!’ He held up his arms and spun around. ‘Shwaaaa! The crowd goes crazy!’
Derek jumped on Turner, spinning him around and almost knocking him over. ‘Champions! Legs!’ 
When their unsteady spin came to an end Turner saw them. Three men in suits stood in front of the goals on the opposite side of the ground, watching them. The light from behind the goals lent the men sinuous shadows. None of them moved.
He grabbed Derek’s shoulders and pointed him at the men. 
‘What the?’ said Derek.
‘Hey mateys,’ said Turner, ‘we don’t want any trouble.’
Wait. Turner squinted and leant forward. No, not three men, but three young women. And the one on the left was the girl from the supermarket.
Turner began to walk towards them, arms outstretched. ‘My girl from Teshcos!’
Derek grabbed his friends arm. ‘What are you doing, you silly bugger? They look like cops.’
Turner heard the girls talking. ‘They’re drunk, Celeste. Just drunk.’
‘Well I’ll put them to sleep them then.’ The girl in the middle raised her hand. Turner frowned. What is she doing? There was a thump next to him as Derek fell to the ground with a grunt.
Turner knelt down next to his friend, and shook his shoulder. ‘Derek? You alright, mate?’ Derek let out a large snore.
After a couple of attempts, Turner stood up, and walked halfway to the girls. ‘Whatcha do to my mate Derek?’
Turner’s Tesco girl said, ‘It didn’t work on him.’
The middle girl said, ‘Plasma cage.’ The three girls raised their hands. ‘Now!’ 
There was a flash so brilliant Turner covered his eyes with his arm. When he looked again, he stood inside a large dome of white light, alive with lightning that danced across its inner surface, it crackled loudly and made his hair stand on end. Instinctively, Turner flinched, ready to be blown to bits, but after only a second or two it dissipated, leaving him untouched. Turner looked down at his body. Yep, arms, legs, all there.
‘Ish … is that all ya got?’ he yelled, and raised his hand. ‘Thou shalt not move!’
He saw with glee he had indeed frozen the girls. Two of them struck rigid with their arms outstretched and hands up in the same gesture Turner had just used on them. He approached them once more, stepping with drunken deliberation over the smouldering line of grass where the edge of the dome had been. 
When he reached the immobile girls at the goal he said, ‘Can’t move huh? Old Turner’s got some powers up his trousers … I mean sleeve …’ He looked thoughtful for a moment and leant in close to the frozen shocked face of the Tesco girl. ‘I do mean trousers as well y’know.’ 
Turner waved a finger at the girl. ‘Why did you try to zap me, Tesco girl? And how come I have spooper powers … super powers around you? And really, what in blue mazes, blue phasers … what the hell are you?’ 
He looked deep into the girl’s wonderful orange eyes, the colour of an Ibiza tan. Wobbling slightly, he leant in close, looked at her slightly parted lips, and was about to kiss her, when he blinked and shook his head, as if waking up. ‘Oh yeah, you can’t answer.’ He stepped back, raised both hands and said, ‘Thy … thous … bugrit … you can move now.’
‘Veil fell!’ said the middle one—and instantly, the girls were gone.
‘Wha …?’ Turner spun in a circle, lost his balance, hopped sideways on one foot, and fell headfirst into a goal post. 
Blackness enveloped him.
*
The girls reappeared next to the prone guy. Once again they wore their suited policemen fells. 
Ember stared down at the young man. Her hands were clasped in front her; the fingers of one hand played with the palm of the other. Her gaze took in his toned arms, his jaw with its stubble and his short shaggy hair. She swallowed. He didn’t look evil. What had he said when she’d been immobilised? That he seemed amazed at having ‘super powers’ as he put it. She smiled. Spooper powers. That wasn’t something a Skorn would say, was it?
Brooke nudged him with her foot. ‘What the bloody hell is he?’
Obviously, Ember’s sisters were having the similar thoughts to her. ‘Well he’s definitely not a Skorn,’ said Celeste. ‘Skorns wouldn’t get drunk for one thing. And any Skorn worth its salt would have slit our throats if it was able to freeze us like that.’
‘So what do we do with him?’ asked Brooke.
Celeste ran her hand through her hair. ‘I don’t know. Ten minutes ago I would have said ‘kill him,’ but now I know he’s not a bloody Skorn …’
Ember didn’t look up. ‘Take him home,’ she said softly.
They both looked at Ember. Brooke cocked her head, and Celeste raised one eyebrow and said, ‘You sound like you’re talking about a puppy, Em. But yes, I guess we have to take him home. We have to find out what he is, who he is.’
‘Can’t we just … dispose of it … him?’ asked Brooke.
Ember’s mouth fell open. ‘Where the hell did that come from, Brooke?’
‘I’m just saying. You know, he’s probably more trouble than he’s worth.’
‘I can’t believe …’ Ember began, but stopped when Celeste’s mobile phone rang. 
Ember stared at Brooke. Dispose of the guy? What was wrong with her? Ember gritted her teeth when Brooke gave her that ‘Got you again’ smirk. 
Celeste spoke into the phone, ‘Yes? I know. No, we’re OK. Really. We’ve got the Skorn guy … Huh? Can it wait, Chloe? We’ll be home soon. ‘K. Bye.’
Brooke raised an eyebrow. ‘She felt a disturbance in the Force, huh?’
‘Ha ha. OK, Em, bring the car round to the car park here behind the goals. Then we’ll load him on.’
Brooke peered down at the prone guy on the ground. ‘Ew, it’s dribbling.’
‘Aw, cute,’ said Ember.
Which caused the other two to once again look at her as if she’d just grown a second head.
Ember crossed her arms. ‘What?’
*
Ember drove the Land Rover back the couple of blocks from where they had left it near the supermarket. She thought about the young man, and the almost kiss he gave her. She suspected he wasn’t a Skorn, and probably just a guy—albeit with some unexplained powers—but a guy just the same. She wanted so badly to be angry at him for going to kiss her in her frozen state, but for the life of her she couldn’t. She smiled. Lips. Touching.
Oops. She’d been so distracted, she’d missed the turn off.
She did a U-turn to get back to the park entrance, and the beams of her lights swept across the open field. Just for a moment she was sure she’d seen someone standing next to a tree on the other side.
She parked the car in a car space behind the goals, and returned to the others. She pointed across the field. ‘I think there’s someone watching across the way there.’
Celeste turned to look. The other side of the park was dark with shadows. ‘Damn it. Hang on, I’ll send a tendril.’
Ember nodded. She knew Celeste was the best at ‘tendrilling’: projecting her mind’s eye, or a piece of her aura to see across distances. Games of hide-and-seek had never lasted long when they were little.
Celeste closed her eyes for a moment or two, stood with her arms beside her and hands turned out. When she opened her eyes again she said, ‘It was old Mrs Winslow. She’s walking away now.’
‘God. That old cow again,’ said Brooke, ‘we can’t get away from her.’
Celeste indicated the guy. ‘Anyway. Let’s get him loaded and get out of here before she rings the police.’
Brooke nudged the man’s foot. ‘Let’s float him to the car, Celeste. I don’t want to do my back on a drunken box of hammers.’
Celeste looked around quickly. ‘OK, if it’s fast. I don’t sense anyone else out there watching at the moment. Lay your hands on him girls, then do a levitation.’
As one, the three Vordene placed their hands on the man. Ember’s hands were on his chest and could feel his slow breathing. Out of nowhere her mind filled with images: oak branches against a storm-filled sky, a small island the middle of a dark, calm lake. She shook her head as if to clear it.
‘Ember?’ said Celeste, ‘You OK?’
‘Never better. Let’s do this.’
‘OK. Now,’ said Celeste, and the unconscious man rose from the ground. His arms dangled and his torso was higher than the rest of him, but he floated. The girls walked with him between them over to the car.
‘Just push him in the back,’ said Brooke. But as they manoeuvred him around, his head bumped into the car door. It induced a gurgled groan from the man and a laugh from Brooke.
‘Now he’s really going to have a sore head when he wakes up.’



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
BACK
AT WICKERWELL, Ember could see Chloe and Aunt Lani were excited about something. They followed the floating young man into the house, all the while muttering things like ‘Yes, yes,’ in whispered tones to each other. Aunt Lani, a large woman, and not known for moving any faster than she had to, bustled around in circles, hands clenched in front of her, a rosy glow on her face.
‘What’s up with you two?’ said Ember. ‘He’s just a guy, we don’t even think he’s a Skorn anymore.’
Aunt Lani giggled. ‘A Skorn? Oh, most definitely not, dear. Most definitely not a Skorn.’
‘Let’s put him in the front sitting room, on the big sofa,’ said Celeste, and the three girls guided the floating, and now snoring man to the room just to the right of the front door, and deposited him on an ancient, red sofa.
Ember removed her hand from his chest. It was strange having a man in this house. ‘Let me get him a blanket.’
‘Why?’ said Brooke, wiping her hand on her trousers. ‘He won’t know or care. And the tosser did freeze us.’
Ember crossed her arms. ‘After we zapped him with a plasma cage.’
Brooke shook her head. ‘Which is the kind of thing we do when we see any Skorns or Scathers, Em.’
‘But he’s not …’
Aunt Lani entered the room. ‘Here,’ she said, ‘I got him my best quilt, and this lovely pillow. It has doves on it, see?’
The four girls, no, five—Ember noticed Skye standing in the doorway—watched Aunt Lani slide the pillow under the man’s head and cover him gently with the quilt. She hummed a little melody as she tucked him in. Ember smiled at Skye as if to say ‘Good old crazy Aunt Lani, huh?’ Ember’s heart skipped a beat when the little girl looked her in the eye and did something she hadn’t done in years. She smiled back.
‘OK,’ said Celeste, taking charge. ‘Everyone to the Great Hall. We need to talk.’ She waited just outside the sitting room door for them all to file out. Chloe took Skye’s hand, and the others followed.
Ember took one last look at the man, as his chest rose and fell under the quilt, and ran a finger across her lips.
‘Ember …’ said Celeste at the door. 
Ember gave a little jump, and marched from the room. Celeste waved a hand at the door, which slammed shut, and by the sound of it locked itself too. Ember wasn’t sure about holding a man prisoner, but she knew there would be no arguing with Celeste when it came to the safety of her sisters.
In the Great Hall the five sisters and their aunt sat in the central circle of seats. Ember sat on an old couch next to Chloe who jiggled her legs and smiled widely. Aunt Lani beamed at everyone, and tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair.
Celeste had noticed as well and laughed. ‘You two cats look like you’ve swallowed the canary. Give.’
Aunt Lani began, ‘Well. We think …’
‘Wait, Aunt Lani,’ said Chloe. ‘Let’s hear what happened with the others first. I want to hear what the guy did.’
Lani clasped her hands together. ‘Oh yes!’
So Celeste, Ember, and Brooke recounted the events at the park. Chloe and Aunt Lani exchanged excited looks and nodded.
‘Goodness! It all makes so much sense!’ said Aunt Lani. ‘Tell them. Tell them, dear.’
‘Well,’ Chloe began, ‘you know how I mentioned Great Aunt Rhea’s writings? In one of her journals she wrote about a letter from one of her sisters that talked about meeting a certain Ring. I thought that phrase was kind of odd: “meeting a Ring”. So while you were out Skorn hunting, I checked the entry again and the date it was written. I asked Aunt Lani where any letters from that time might be …’
‘That’s where I come in,’ said Aunt Lani. ‘I thought that any old letters from or to my Aunts in the 1920s would be in the old Captain’s chest. And I was right! It was like being in a detective novel.’
Ember was amazed at the transformation in her Aunt. For years she had been going downhill without her own sisters around, taciturn and detached both mentally and physically, living alone in the old chapel beside the manor house, reading and gardening. Whatever she’d helped discover today had brought back a bit of the old Lani.
Chloe continued. ‘The letter was from Great Aunt Ira. In it she talks about ‘meeting’ the Ring of the Paris Vordene. OK, Aunt Lani …’
‘Oh? Oh. Yes.’ Aunt Lani opened an old letter on her lap, its paper brown and dry. She read, ‘And although by unspoken agreement we must never talk of this Ring, I will say it here, I will never forget the look on that boy’s face. The face of a human Ring …’
Chloe’s face shone. ‘The Ring of the Paris Vordene was a boy called Phillipe. An eleven year old boy!’
Ember was gobsmacked. And going by the look on her sister’s faces, so were they.
Celeste stood and ran her fingers through her hair. ‘But Rings are animals! Spirit animals. They always are. Always were.’
‘Yeah!’ said Brooke. ‘Your Ring, Aunt Lani, was a spirit wolf. Every Vordene around the world that has a Ring, has spirit animals. The London Vordene with their fox, the Anglesey Vordene with their eagle …’
Ember was confused. ‘But why didn’t we know of this? Wouldn’t it be something handed down from Vordene to Vordene?’
‘I don’t know, dear,’ said Aunt Lani, ‘Aunt Rhea never spoke of it. Nor any of my other Aunts. There must be a reason why not.’
Celeste paced around in a small circle; her shoes clacked on the wooden floor. She stopped and looked towards the door. ‘Wait, so you’re saying …’
Aunt Lani clapped. ‘Yes!’
‘You’re saying that guy. That man in there …’
‘What? No!’ said Brooke.
‘He’s our Ring? Our protector? Our … familiar?’
‘Ugh, I hate that word,’ said Aunt Lani. ‘Witchy words. But yes, he’s your Ring. A human Ring.’
Ember stared at her knees. Of course, it all made sense now. How he could stop things around them, how he was immune to the Vordenes’ powers. This was huge. Huge. Chloe and Aunt Lani were both beaming. Celeste stood in the same spot, her gaze on the door. Brooke shook her head, over and over, mouth open. And Skye, the little girl who wasn’t, sat in the large chair, her gaze darting from one woman to the next.
Ember’s mind raced. She wanted to sing, to dance wildly around the room. Our Ring. Our protector. Our shield. And it was him. Him!
*
It was around 10 o’clock. Brooke left her sisters in the Great Hall. They were driving her crazy with all the human Ring talk. Ember especially seemed over the moon about having this guy enter their lives.
Brooke walked across the entrance hall and waved her hand at the locked door. The door opened with a loud creak, and she looked back over her shoulder to see if any of her sisters had heard. When no one came to investigate she entered the room, and silently stepped up to the man quietly snoring on the sofa.
The room was dark, the sofa and the sleeping man no more than darker areas of black, but Brooke could just make out the guy’s face. He didn’t look special. Why a man? Why? Her whole life Brooke had dreamt of getting a spirit stallion or a wolf like the previous Wickerwell Vordene. She never once wished for a man. And it wasn’t just because she didn’t like guys, it was the whole having to share their house, their lives with a man. It would spoil everything the sisters had. Having this guy around for the rest of their lives. Ugh. It was wrong.
And the way Ember was bloody well acting she’d probably hook up with him. Bitch. Always getting what she wanted. Well not this time.
Brooke slowly removed the pillow from under the guy’s head. He hardly moved. She held it in her hands for a moment, looking down, and couldn’t help smiling. Like her sisters, Brooke had battled and killed many evil things in her life, this would just be another one. She moved the pillow over his head. He died in his sleep, oh what a shame. Choked on his tongue, silly drunk bugger.
‘Brooke?’
Brooke jumped. ‘Ah!’ 
It was Chloe.
Chloe crossed to her sister. ‘I felt you from the other room. It … didn’t feel good. What are you doing with the pillow, hon?’
Brooke quickly lifted the guy’s head and shoved the pillow back. Ugh! ‘It … had dropped to the floor, that’s all.’
Chloe stared at her, concern on her face. ‘Brooke …’
Brooke brushed past her sister, and out the door. ‘It’s OK, Chloe. It’s OK.’
She half ran down the hall to the kitchen. 
But it wasn’t OK, was it?
*
It was almost midnight. Outside, the manor was a glow-stone in fields of darkness. Inside, the five sisters and their aunt stood in a semi-circle around the old red sofa on which the unconscious young man still slept. Ember noticed a lump on his head just above his forehead. Yep, he’s definitely in for some pain when he wakes up.
Celeste stood at one end of the sofa, her arms folded. She looked at her aunt. ‘Well, show us then, Aunt Lani.’
Ember knew her sister wasn’t going to just believe Chloe and her Aunt without some proof. Aunt Lani had said she could feel the power of the Ring in the man, and now she was going to show them.
‘Yes dear. Like you I wasn’t really sure until I tucked him in. Then I felt it. I’d know it anywhere of course, as Beau had it. Our wolf.’
‘Why didn’t we feel it when we moved him to or from the car?’ asked Brooke, who stood leaning against the doorframe, her arms folded.
Ember remembered the feeling and images she’d received when she had put her hand on his chest in the park. Ah, it made sense now. 
‘Probably because he’s out cold,’ said Aunt Lani, ‘plus like I said, I’ve had a lot of experience with the power of a Ring. But let me magnify what I can feel for you.’
She knelt down next to the quietly snoring man and laid her hands on his chest. ‘Now focus on me girls. My, this takes me back. Remember doing things like this with us when you were little?’
The room went quiet. Ember knew the others were remembering Aunt Gay and Aunt Aura: the other two Aunts who had helped raise the girls.
Aunt Lani closed her eyes. ‘Oh yes. Feel it? Feel it?’
Ember did. And by the look on her sister’s faces they did too. It was the feeling of warm beds, old oaks and faraway thunderstorms. Of safety and protection. Its strength enveloped them like giant firm hands.
‘Oh my God,’ said Celeste.
Ember heard Chloe sob. ‘I feel so whole. So strong.’
‘Yes,’ agreed Ember. Yes. It was if their orchestra had been playing all these years without a percussion section, and boom, here it was. A massive deep beat that now infused and lifted all of their music.
Ember felt a strength, a surety of being that she had never felt before. She knew with this Ring by their side her Vordene would be stronger, and more resistant to Scather attack.
A rapid, loud knocking at the front door made the sisters jump.
‘Who? What? Why didn’t we feel them coming?’ asked Brooke.
‘We were kind of busy, Brooke,’ said Ember.
Celeste stood, faced the door and tendrilled. ‘It’s bloody Mrs Winslow.’
Brooke looked around at her sisters. ‘What? Now?’
‘Ember, Chloe, use your fells, see what she wants,’ said Celeste.
Ember did her mirror trick. She hunched over slightly and cricked her neck. Her fell was on. Chloe put on her fell of the Manor’s imaginary gardener and chauffeur. Out in the hall Ember flicked the switch for the outside lights and opened the door. There was nobody there. It was dark, and a dense mist made it hard to discern things even close to the house.
‘Oh hello, Mrs Ashton!’ came a voice over near the fountain. Old Mrs Winslow stepped out from behind the car. She was carrying two shopping bags. ‘I didn’t think you were home.’ Her jowls wobbled as she swallowed. Ember flinched. She looked like some giant frog.
The large woman held up one of the shopping bags and plodded to the bottom step. ‘I know you didn’t finish your shopping, after the, ah … unpleasantness at the supermarket. So I bought you some supplies.’
Ember frowned. Did something just move in one of the bags? ‘Ah, thank you, Mrs Winslow. That’s very kind of …’
‘Yes, yes, well my job here is almost done,’ said Mrs Winslow quickly. She looked around and waddled to the middle of the stony area. ‘I’m just going to put them down here alright?’
Ember didn’t know what the fat old woman was up to but it didn’t feel right. She hoped Celeste was ‘watching.’
Mrs Winslow stopped and put the handles of one bag over her arm. She produced a large knife from the other bag in her hand, raised the knife high and then slashed at the bottom of the bag hanging from her arm. Black runny mud immediately spilt out onto the ground, splashing the legs of the old woman. She didn’t seem to notice though, her eyes were bulging and terrible, and her mouth hung open.
‘What the hell,’ said Chloe.
Mrs Winslow’s voice was now a horrible gargle. ‘It’s time girls. You can drop your fells you know.’ She then reached into the other bag and took out a struggling white rabbit.
‘Oh shit!’ yelled Ember. ‘Everybody! Help! Now!’
‘Skorn! She’s raising Scathers!’ Chloe screamed.
Mrs Winslow raised the knife and said something unintelligible in her guttural voice and drove the knife into the rabbit’s stomach. The little animal let out a horrid high pitched scream, its legs jerked and it was still. The old lady held the bleeding rabbit over the mud puddle. Blood and steaming entrails gushed to the ground.
To Ember it all seemed to happen in slow motion. She could feel Celeste and Brooke burst out the front door just as the blood from the butchered animal hit the swampy mud. A hole about four feet across appeared where the mud had been and a thick swirling column of blackness rose from its depths. A hot blast of fetid air hit the girls.
‘Everyone!’ yelled Celeste, ‘Destroy her!’
The four sisters raised their hands, channelling each other’s energy, and when Celeste said ‘Now!’ they let loose. A white sphere of lightning surged from the girls on the steps and in an instant slammed into Mrs Winslow. Just before the Skorn-woman exploded, Ember was sure she saw her laughing.
But it was too late. Black, flying wraiths rose from the pit, with eyes like dying stars and bodies of snaking, glossy cords. Scathers! 
The four sisters stepped out onto the gravel of the drive and held hands for added strength. They formed another swirling ball of bright white-blue plasma in front of them, and sent it blasting through the air. It hit the rising nightmare column in an intense explosion. It must have destroyed dozens of Scathers, but more were soaring out of the hole every second. 
A small orange blast hit the Scathers. Celeste looked around and yelled, ‘Get back inside, Aunt Lani!’
In answer Lani stepped around the girls and raised her hands. ‘This is for my sisters, you bastards!’ Another orange ball of sparkling plasma hit the swirling blackness and destroyed one or two in a shower of sparks, but some separated from the column, and three or four flew at the women.
The girls couldn’t send another blast as their aunt stood in front of them. Ember screamed and saw the Scathers envelope her aunt. The blackness swirled around Lani, and her body jerked in pain. They had to do something quickly, but plasma balls were no good. Aunt Lani would be struck as well. 
‘Brooke! Use water!’ Ember yelled.
Brooke raised her hands and a torrent of water fell from the sky. It hit Aunt Lani, and as Ember had hoped, washed the Scathers from her. Celeste and Chloe were knocked off their feet in the deluge. Ember wanted to rush to her aunt’s aid but more Scathers had separated from the column and came straight at the girls. Ember looked around. It looked bad. Without the power of the five—of a complete Vordene—they were toast. Through the shrieking, swirling mass of Scathers, Ember saw Skye at the top of the steps hugging the door.
‘Skye! Oh my God, we need you. We need your help, Skye!’ But with terror Ember saw Skye turn and run back into the house. Aunt Lani was a few feet away, drenched and unmoving. Celeste was on her feet again, Chloe still on her knees, and Brooke threw small plasma balls at the circling Scathers. Ember used her fire powers to send flaming bursts at the seething mass and took out a couple of the creatures, but more were coming, encircling the girls in a tornado of wailing death.  
This is it. We’re done for. We’ve lost.
*
Turner knew someone was trying to wake him. He also knew his head hurt like hell and he wanted nothing more than to be left alone so he could die on his own terms.
More shaking. Turner kept his eyes closed.
‘Come … come on please. They need us.’
It was a little girl’s voice, and even in the state he was in Turner could sense her urgency. Blinking, he opened his eyes. It was a girl. And he had no idea where he was.
‘Where …’ he began.
From nearby Turner could hear horrible shrieking, loud bangs, and then a woman’s scream. He sat up. Definitely a woman’s scream. His head pounded in his ears, his mouth had never felt drier, but something bad was happening here.
The girl, she couldn’t be more than ten, Turner thought, grabbed his hand and tugged. ‘We need you, Ring.’
Ring? Turner stood up and wished he hadn’t. 
‘Come on, this way.’ The girl yanked at his hand. He walked with her to the door. He was in a large old house, and now in the front hall he could hear the calamity even louder. He let go of the girl’s hand and walked to the front door. Turner wasn’t prepared for what he saw in front of him. Black hell creatures were screeching and flying around in circles. Horrible things, with teeth and wings which seemed to appear randomly, only to disappear into the folds of their shiny hides. Turner’s stomach clenched; he was infused with terror, and felt like running away. What the hell was going on? Then he saw the women. The same ones … that’s right … he had frozen at the park. Tesco girl! She was in trouble. 
‘Let’s do this,’ said a voice at his shoulder. 
He turned to see a young woman, with wavy hair the colour of snow and bright rich-blue eyes. He had no time to wonder where the little girl had gone before the woman grabbed his hand and pulled him down the stairs into the maelstrom, straight into the wheeling black creatures. But incredibly, as they got closer the swirling mass of evil flew apart, shrieking as they went. 
Turner had no idea what was happening, but wanted no part in it. He tried pulling his hand from the woman’s, but now the other women turned as they approached. Turner saw shock on all their faces, and they took the white haired woman into their arms, hugging fiercely. He knew something immense was happening here but was totally clueless as to what it was. The five girls then drew apart from each other and enveloped Turner. 
‘Stay within us,’ yelled Tesco girl. Turner saw the still circling black creatures, and although he wished he was somewhere else—anywhere else—he felt an intense rightness with the arms of these women around him. ‘Stay within us.’ It was probably the most amazing thing any girl had ever said to him.
‘Oh God! Do you feel it?’ said the young woman with the blonde hair and blue streak.
Various yells of ‘Yes!’ and ‘You bet!’ were the answer. Turner could feel their power, it infused him and made him feel like a mountain. It burst like a super-nova through his being. He couldn’t help himself, he raised his arms and bellowed like King Kong, letting loose a scream which felt as if it came from the Earth’s core itself. 
‘Yes! Now! Now!’ yelled one of the girls.
The effect was immediate and staggering. A huge sphere of fierce blue-white lightning erupted from the group, hitting, and sparking through the flying creatures. The shockwave hurled them all away, some hitting the house, others flung out into the dark fields or into trees. And wherever they fell, they died, and disappeared in black flashes. Turner blinked. They were gone—all gone.
In the sudden silence one of the girls said, ‘Just like that …’
‘Let’s close the gate girls,’ said the blue-streak girl.
Still encircling Turner, the girls held hands. He had the feeling of someone tying string and pulling the knot tight around him. Turner looked out across someone’s shoulder to see a large older woman lying motionless on the ground. Beyond her a black pit shrunk to a pinpoint and disappeared. 
And that seemed to be the end of all the commotion. The girls immediately left Turner and rushed to the side of the fallen woman.
‘She’s alive!’ cried one. 
‘Let’s get her inside.’ 
The five girls hurried by Turner with a floating woman between them. After what he had just been through, this should not have been a surprise. But he stared open mouthed as the horizontal woman and the girls disappeared into the house. He stood and faced the front door, the screams from the monsters still echoing in his head. His sudden power gone, Turner’s shoulders slumped. He had no idea where he was, who these young magic women were, who the old lady was or … anything. Like coming down from the greatest sugar high ever, Turner’s legs gave way under him and he sat down on the wet stones. 
Head down, the mist slowly seeping through his clothes, he had almost fallen asleep, until a gentle hand on his shoulder roused him.
‘Let’s get you to bed too, hero,’ said Tesco girl.
*
It was 3 am. Brooke had waited until she felt the others fall asleep, slipped a dressing gown over her pyjamas, put on her slippers, and crept down the stairs and out the front door. Now on her knees on the gravel driveway in front of the house, she ignored the cold bite on her fingers and cheeks, and swept the light of a small torch over the stones, bending occasionally for a closer look. Nothing seemed to be left from the incident just hours before. The Skorn woman, her bag, all those Scathers, the gate … all gone. Mother Earth sure did a great job at cleaning up after herself.
Her head snapped up when she felt the man in the front room rouse momentarily before he slid back into sleep. Brooke grit her teeth and frowned at the front window. Yeah, sleepy time … hero.
Lying in bed earlier, she had almost decided to fill his lungs with water; drown him from the inside. It would be easy to do, even from her bed. But the others would guess it was her. Finally another idea had come to her, something safer … for her at least.
The torch beam caught a flash of black muck between the gravel. There! She took a small plastic container from her dressing gown pocket, and using a stick, scraped the muck into the box. She held the light to it and slowly lowered her finger into the container. Her finger barely touched the muck, but it was enough for her to gasp, and pull her arm back quickly. Her whole body gave an involuntary shudder. Yes, this was it. A tiny dollop, about a teaspoon’s worth, of the mud the Skorn had used to open the gate. And it was still infused with its power.
Brooke stood, her hair and clothes now dappled in a covering of glistening condensation. She sat down on the front steps, and peered into the container. For a moment she wondered whether she should go through with this. But she looked over her shoulder and thought again about the man. 
Clenching her jaw tightly, she drove her index finger into the mud. With a jerk her body went stiff and her eyes rolled back in her head. Immediately her mind was transported to the Grimshade, the hell-like home of the Scathers. She could feel the heat, hear the noise, but thankfully, the feelings weren’t accompanied by any vision. Brooke imagined the guy’s house. She, Celeste and Ember had stood out front of it for a minute or two when they had followed his vapour trail. She held onto the picture of the house and sent a tendril from it into the Grimshade and tried to latch onto some Scathers. She frowned. She seemed to be groping in the dark. Come on, it shouldn’t be this hard to find a Scather in the Grimshade. 
There! She had something. 
Scathers. A bunch of … wait, no … it was something else. In her mind Brooke could see faces, hands, eyes. And then the eyes opened. Their gaze burning directly into Brooke’s mind. Terror raged through her. Forgetting the tendril, she flew from the horror. On the step her body heaved forward. The container dropped from her hands onto the ground. The link was broken and she was back. 
Brooke shook with the cold and the shock; her body racked with a violent quivering. She had no idea what that thing in the Grimshade had been, but it was wrong. Evil. But that’s what she was after, wasn’t it? A little bit of evil. She thought that perhaps she had just imagined the faces and eyes. Her shaking subsided slowly. There were only Scathers in the Grimshade, weren’t there?
She retrieved the container from the ground. And tucked it into her dressing gown. Quietly she made her way back into the house, and slowly opened the door to the front room. Unwilling to chance the torch, she waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. The man still slept. Big night out, hey mate? 
And now for the second part. Brooke crouched down beside the man. This close she could smell the alcohol on him. God he was gross. Brooke closed her eyes and dived into her mind. She imagined a hot shower, how warm, how refreshing. She imagined pouring hot water into a cup and making a cup of tea. Mm, wonderful tea. She imagined a glass of water beside her bed. Life-giving water. 
Opening her eyes she held her right hand in front of her face. It was hard to see, but she knew her hand glistened with water. She reached out and touched the sleeping man’s forehead with a damp finger. 
‘Home,’ she whispered. ‘Home. The water of home. You need to return. Go back. Away from the strange. Back to the known. Home.’
The man stirred, but did not waken. Brooke rose and within a moment was gone from the room, running quietly back to her bed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
TURNER’S
PHONE
WOKE him just after 7 am. He was still in the front room, still in his clothes, laying on the old red sofa. Now the room was lit with sunlight, he could see he was in a very old house. The walls were made from stone, and looked thick. There was a large fireplace against one wall, with a child’s painting of a unicorn above it.
He yawned, removed the phone from his pocket, and squinted at the name on the screen.
‘Derek.’
The voice on the other end sounded slow and hoarse. ‘Hi mate. You’re alive then? Good. Just making sure. Sorry to call so early.’
‘That’s OK. Where are you, Derek?’
‘In the shop. Don’t remember getting here though. Woke up with my head on a computer and a sheet of bubble wrap over me. Quite warm actually. Had to get up to take a leak, so I thought I make sure you made it back OK, that you didn’t end up in the nick or a ditch somewhere.’
‘Yeah, no, yeah I’m fine. Fine thanks. All good.’
‘Good to hear. Good to hear. OK then. I’m going up to bed. Will probably be there for the next week.’
‘Alright then. Thanks for checking up on me.’
‘No problemo, matey. Good luck with your hangover. Bye.’
Turner said goodbye to his friend and sat up on the sofa. Hangover? Yes, he really should be feeling like crap, but for the life of him he felt fine. Better than fine really. He felt strong, alert and substantial. 
But God his mouth was dry. His mind was full of images of his childhood home in London. Long baths. Playing with the garden hose on hot summer days. He hadn’t thought of his childhood like that in a long time. Home. He shook his head, trying to shake the cobwebs. He ought to get home. Call a cab. 
He still had his phone in his hand, and turned it on to call a taxi, when his head was filled with the overwhelming feeling of expansion. He felt his mind stretching out, along threads, and realised with awe he could sense the other people in the house. Actually feel them. There was someone a few rooms away from him, awake and moving, two asleep upstairs, and another person upstairs moving around. This, he knew, was the Tesco girl; he could sense her spark, her fieriness. His mouth hung open in a huge grin. This was amazing. Amazing but mystifying. He felt like he had stepped into a weird science fiction movie. He remembered seeing the girls in the park last night, remembered being woken by the little girl, and … those things! 
He really needed to find out what was going on. And where he was. But first he really needed to find a toilet. 
He put on his shoes, and walked through the entrance hall. He wandered past the staircase and after a short hall turned right into a bright kitchen. An old wooden table stood directly in front of him, beyond that against the far wall, cabinets, a stove and a sink. Most of it looked old and well worn, except for a new looking fridge. 
As he had already discerned, there was somebody at the sink; a woman with her back to him, dressed in a purple silk dressing gown.
‘Ring!’ she said without turning around. ‘I’ll be right with you.’
Turner had been willing to believe last night had been a terrible alcohol-fuelled nightmare but he recognised this woman. Her snow-white wavy hair gave her away. It was the same young woman who had grabbed his hand at the front door, and led him into that … horror.
She finished at the sink, crossed the kitchen to Turner and hugged him. ‘It’s so good to finally have you here.’ 
She pulled back and looked at him. He must have looked as confused as he felt because she said, ‘I’m Skye by the way. We met last night.’
‘At the door. Yes, I remember.’
‘Mm, yes. And before. I was the one who woke you up. And you could say you kind of woke me up as well.’
Turner frowned. ‘A little girl woke me …’
Skye’s incredibly blue eyes sparkled, and she cocked her head to one side.
‘You? You were the little girl?’
‘She was,’ came a voice from behind Turner, ‘until you bought her back.’
Turner didn’t need to turn to know it was Tesco girl. But when he did turn, his mind did a little flip. It had only been two days ago when he’d first seen this young woman in the Fruit & Veg Mart, and now here she was in front of him dressed in long red pyjamas and fluffy slippers. She crossed the room and gave Skye a long embrace.
‘It’s so good to have you back, Skye. I missed you so much.’
Turner was confused. ‘I brought her back? From what? How?’
Tesco girl turned and gave Turner a hug. Turner could feel her pressing into him. She was comfortable and warm. 
‘With your power, you ninny,’ she said into his shoulder. ‘Can’t you feel it? I can.’ She drew back and looked into his eyes. ‘I’m so glad you’re not a monster.’
Monster? Turner had no idea what she was talking about. She stuck out her hand and said, ‘I’m Ember by the way. And I don’t even know your name.’ Her eyes were dancing orange jewels.
Tuner had to tear his gaze from her eyes to her outstretched hand, and gave it a quick shake. ‘Uh, Hi. Turner. I mean hi, Ember … I’m Turner. Turner Conlin.’
‘Leave him be, Em,’ said Skye and handed Turner a large glass of water. ‘He’s obviously completely muddled.’
Turner took the drink in both hands. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’ He drank the whole glass in seconds and said, ‘Muddled? I’ve got some sort of super powers. I saw black, slimy, flying creatures from hell with my own eyes, and I’m in the house of five beautiful women. So yeah, kind of muddled. Or dreaming.’ He handed the glass back to Skye.
‘You think you’re dreaming?’ said Skye, ‘Yesterday I was an eight year old mute girl. And today …’ She spread her arms wide and looked down at her body. ‘Today, I’ve got boobs again!’
Ember laughed at Skye and then addressed Turner. ‘You’re not dreaming, Turner. Over breakfast we’ll answer some of your questions, but for now I’ll show where you can have a shower, because … hmm. How do I say this delicately? You kind of stink.’
Turner smelled his armpit. ‘Ugh. Sorry.’
‘Yeah, real delicate, Em,’ said Skye.
‘But listen,’ said Turner. ‘Maybe I can have my shower at my place. You know, since you probably don’t need me any longer. Can I get someone to give me a lift home?’
The girls looked at each other and frowned. Skye went to say something but Ember held up her hand. Turner was unprepared for the intensity of her gaze.
‘We … don’t you … aren’t you at least a bit bloody interested in who we are?’ She poked him in the chest. ‘Who you are?’
Skye placed her hand on Ember’s arm and said gently, ‘Em, he doesn’t know anything about us. And he kind of got thrown in the deep end with the Scathers. If I were him, I’d want to go home too.’
Ember was breathing heavily, her fists clenched. To Turner it looked like she wanted to throw a punch at him. But after what he’d seen at the supermarket and last night, he was sure he didn’t want to be on the wrong side of one of this girl’s punches.
‘Listen. Ember? Look, I’m sorry. I’ll stay for breakfast, OK? I am curious. I’m just …’ he trailed off.
‘What?’ said Ember. ‘You’re just what? Scared?’ She searched Turner’s eyes, he could feel his face reddening, but didn’t say anything. She waited for a few heartbeats before saying, ‘We didn’t get a human Ring, Skye. We got a chicken one.’ She grabbed handfuls of her hair and stalked from the room. ‘A chicken-shit one!’ came her voice from the hall.
Turner was tense and embarrassed. He felt a hand on his arm, and with it a slight feeling of stillness ran through him. He took a couple of deep breaths.
‘Don’t worry about Ember,’ said Skye. ‘She’ll calm down. If she doesn’t burn the house down first that is. How about you at least stay for breakfast, and learn a bit more about us?’ When Turner nodded, she added, ‘Come on, I’ll show you where you can shower.’
*
Turner had returned from the shower wearing the same clothes. If nothing else he needed to go home to change. He helped Skye take some toast, muffins, juice, plates and glasses to the table in the sunroom. The glass room was bright, and large enough for a table and eight chairs. Turner took a moment to look out at the manicured lawns and winding garden paths. 
Despite himself he liked this place, wherever it was. He knew he was in an old house, a small castle or manor house, but he had no idea where. Finding out was high on his list of questions to ask. But those creatures from last night! They were intense. Turner was unsure if he wanted anything to do with people who dealt with such things. I’m a bloody programmer for Christ’s sake, he thought.
Turner was still staring out of the sunroom windows when he felt Ember come up behind him. He had to admit these powers were pretty cool. He turned to face her.
‘Look, I’m sorry,’ they both said at the same time. This made them laugh.
‘I am sorry though,’ said Ember. ‘I flew off the handle. I think we all need to give each other some time to process things.’
Turner smiled gratefully. He want to say how he thought time was a good idea. Maybe a year or two to think things over would be good. But instead said, ‘That’s OK. Thanks.’
Turner, Skye and Ember had already started eating when they were joined by two of the other girls. The girl with the blue streak in her blonde hair walked up to Turner and held out her hand. ‘I’m Celeste. I still don’t know what to make of you, but thank you for your help last night.’
Turner saw Ember and Skye share a smile. He put down the muffin he’d been eating and shook her hand. ‘Hi, nice to meet you. I’m Turner.’
Celeste walked around Turner and sat down. The other young woman sat down on the other side of the table, and glanced at Turner briefly. ‘I’m Brooke.’
‘Brooke,’ said Ember, ‘you could be nicer. He could freeze you, you know.’
Brooke reached for the juice. She squinted at Turner. ‘I’m big on revenge.’
Celeste nodded. ‘She is too. Remember when she thought we’d forgotten her birthday?’
Ember winced. ‘Frogs in our beds.’
‘Lots of frogs,’ said Brooke with a twinkle in her eye.
Turner looked from one to another. He felt like the new kid in class.
‘Hey, where’s your lumps?’ asked Skye pointing to her own forehead.
Turner rubbed his head. ‘They were gone when I got up. And no hangover either.’
‘Power of the Ring,’ said Celeste softly.
Turner squirmed under the gaze of the four girls. ‘Uh, where’s the other one?’ he asked, changing the subject. He remembered an Indian-looking girl from the last night. ‘Aren’t there five of you?’
Ember swallowed her mouthful of muffin and jam before answering. ‘Chloe spent the night with Aunt Lani out in the chapel. Chloe’s a healer. Aunt Lani might take a few days to recover, but physically she seems alright.’
 Turner looked at Ember, then the other girls. ‘So I guess I should ask some questions?’
‘Ask away, Turner,’ said Celeste, ‘if you’re really our Ring, there’s nothing we can’t share with you.’
Turner took a sip of juice. ‘First off, where are we?’
Ember laughed. ‘Of course. You were unconscious when we brought you here. You’re in Wickerwell Manor, about five kilometres east of Wilby.’
Turner nodded. ‘And, this is a biggie … you girls are witches, right?’
There was silence around the table. Skye looked down at her plate, Ember and Celeste looked up at the ceiling and Brooke looked straight at Turner and made a little growling sound.
‘Down, Brooke, there’s a good girl,’ said Ember. ‘We’re not witches, Turner. Witches are a joke to us. Really. We laugh out loud at witches on the telly, in books and movies.’
‘So what are …?’
Celeste interrupted. ‘We are a Vordene. Five cousins or second or third cousins, brought up together as sisters by five other women who were Vordene before us.’ 
‘Uh … right,’ said Turner slowly.
Celeste continued, ‘One way to think of the Vordene is to picture a pentagram. Of course the pentagram is one of the modern myths of witches, but based on folk tales and half-truths of the Vordene. Magic, flying, pentagrams, familiars, potions are just echoes of truths. Each of us girls is an elemental force: spirit, water, fire, air and earth. Five elements, which can be drawn as five points of a star.’
‘Wow,’ said Turner. He smiled at Ember. ‘Fire, right?’
Ember pulled her hair back around her ear. ‘You got it.’
‘Try me,’ said Skye.
‘Well, your names do kind of give it away,’ said Turner. ‘You’re air.’ He turned to Brooke. ‘And you’d have to be water.’
‘So clever,’ said Brooke. Turner noticed the sharp look her sisters gave her.
Turner continued, ‘And that leaves …’
‘Spirit and earth,’ said Ember.
‘Celeste would have to be spirit, and that leaves Chloe, is it? She has to be earth. So, you have powers based on those elements?’
Turner watched open mouthed as his glass of water frosted over. Lines of tiny icicles formed like tiny branches over the outside. The water in the glass turned to ice in an instant. After what he had seen at the park and last night’s happenings, this shouldn’t have surprised him, but Turner was nonetheless awed at the seemingly casual enchantment.
‘And for her next trick …’ said Skye.
Brooke cocked her head. ‘I was just giving him an example.’
‘Be thankful she didn’t make your nose gush like a fire hose,’ said Skye.
Brooke’s grin was all teeth. ‘I only did that once, Skye. You have to let it go.’
Celeste rose from the table. ‘Enough, you two. Although it is nice to hear the old Skye again,’ she said smiling at her sister. ‘I’m getting a cup of tea. Anyone else want one?’
Four hands were raised. ‘I’ll help you, Celeste,’ said Skye.
After the two had left the room Turner said, ‘Another question. If you’re not witches, what is a Vordene? Are you gods, or aliens or something?’
Neither Brooke nor Ember smiled. ‘We were born from other Vordene women,’ said Ember, ‘who were also born of Vordene women and so on, back through time. There’s never a man involved in our births, so some would consider us goddesses—like the old Greek gods.’
‘Better than gods,’ said a new voice.
‘Turner,’ said Ember, ‘this is Chloe. Chloe, this is Turner.’
‘So you do have a name,’ said Chloe as she bent to give Turner an awkward hug. ‘Welcome, Mr Ring.’
‘How’s Aunt Lani?’ said Brooke.
Chloe sat down and poured herself a glass of milk. ‘I’ve done all I can with my healing. She woke before. A bit groggy, but I think she’s going to be alright. She’s a toughie. Give her a couple of hours more sleep before going out, OK?’
‘We were just telling Turner about the history of the Vordene, Chloe,’ said Ember.
‘Oh yeah, like Ember said, some would consider us god-like, but gods are really human constructs; whereas, we are more than that. We are the Earth itself.’
Turner frowned. The Earth itself? He was confused. He was still trying to get his head around the whole ‘no male was used in the making of this Vordene’ thing.
Chloe continued. ‘There are Vordene all over the world. At least fifty groups of sisters in Britain alone. We fight the evilness which threatens to take over the Earth. We are the Earth’s guardians.’
‘So dramatic,’ said Brooke, rolling her eyes.
‘Or,’ continued Chloe, ‘to put it another way, we are the Earth protecting itself. Elemental forces in human form created to fight the evil from the Grimshade.’
‘Grimshade?’ Turner asked around a mouthful of toast.
‘Sort of like Hell,’ said Ember. ‘It’s where those nasties came from last night.’
Celeste and Skye returned with a tray of cups of tea. ‘Have you told him about the Ring yet?’ asked Celeste, holding the tray as Skye gave everyone a cup.
‘Not yet,’ said Ember. ‘Hmm, OK Turner, picture that pentagram again, but this time with a circle around it. That’s the Ring: the protective ring which a Vordene needs to guard it and keep it safe, especially in battle. Usually it’s a spirit animal—a force from nature that presents itself to a Vordene in animal form, like a cat, a snake or a bird.’
‘Or a stallion,’ said Brooke quietly.
Turner’s head was swimming with all this new information, but there was one last thing he needed to know. ‘So I am your Ring? Skye called me that a couple of times. I’m not a spirit animal, in case you hadn’t noticed.’
Celeste took a sip of tea, then said, ‘It seems that some Vordenes are given a human Ring. I don’t know why. We only just found out ourselves. But yes, we think you are our Ring. You’re here to fight with us, to use your powers to protect us.’
Turner didn’t like the sound of all this magic and fighting. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but … is this Ring position permanent? Do I get a say in whether I take it on, or not? Because really, I don’t think I’m your guy. Maybe … maybe you should wait for the spirit animal?’
Turner was not prepared for the effect his words would have. There was silence around the table. Skye and Chloe looked at the table, frowning. Ember looked away angrily.
Brooke was the first to speak, ‘Maybe he’s right. He doesn’t belong here.’
Celeste held up a hand. ‘Brooke.’ And, then addressing Turner, she said quietly, ‘how about you and I take a walk outside, Turner. I’ll show you the well.’
Turner looked around at the other girls, none of whom would look at him. ‘Yes,’ he said quickly, ‘that sounds wonderful.’ Bloody wonderful.
*
Celeste and Turner walked down a few stone steps to a pebbly path. For a while neither said anything. The early morning bird calls and the crunch of the gravel underfoot the only sounds. Turner looked around at the manor gardens. The lawns were short and green, the bushes trimmed into careful topiaries. It all seemed well kept. Turner wondered who looked after the gardens, but imagined the answer would probably involve gnomes or fairies, so left the question unasked. Past a small fountain another path lead through a gap in an ivy covered stone wall, beyond which stood a small, white, stone building, its roof high-pitched and slated.
Celeste noticed where Turner was looking. ‘The chapel. That’s where Aunt Lani spends most of her time. Where she is now. We were very lucky not to have lost her.’
‘Can I ask you a personal question, Celeste?’
Celeste looked up at Turner. ‘Ask.’
‘How old are you? I mean … I just want to know whether I’m speaking to a three hundred year old wise woman, or a …’
One corner of Celeste’s mouth turned up. ‘I’m twenty-five, Chloe and Brooke are twenty-four, Skye twenty-two, and Ember is twenty-one.’ 
Turner looked back at the sunroom. ‘Phew, that’s a relief.’
‘That’s not to say with the right conditions you couldn’t have a Vordene sister who was one hundred and fifty, or so.’
‘Conditions? What conditions?’
‘Ah,’ said Celeste, ‘that’s what I want to talk to you about. I want you to try to see the big picture. It’s all about fighting and protection. We Vordene are soldiers really. Soldiers for the Earth. Sounds silly when I say it like that, but we think from the dawn of time Mother Earth has fought a war against rot, against decay, disease and evil. An evilness which, if not held in check, would grow like a cancer.’ She spread her arms. ‘It would spread across the world and destroy everything that is light, free and flowing. And if the war were lost, all life would be turned black, rotten and dead.’
‘So those hell creatures last night …’
‘The Scathers. Yes, they are the carriers. The spreaders of death. They tend to rise up occasionally like a volcano. Other times they are summoned, like last night with that horrible Skorn woman.’
‘I knew there was something wrong with her. Those eyes. Ugh. But the Scorchers?’
‘Scathers.’
‘Yeah. Scathers. How come no one knows about them? If they’ve been around since the dawn of time or whatever, why aren’t they well known?’
‘Scathers have a built in fell it seems. Whenever people see Scathers, they see something that makes sense to them: black birds, aeroplanes, storm clouds, swarms of locusts, that sort of thing. The Vordene, the Scathers, our battles, are all hidden from the eyes of humans.’
Turner frowned. ‘By who?’
Celeste waved her hand at the gardens. ‘Mother Earth of course. Mother Nature. Gaia. It’s Mother Earth who is fighting the evilness. And it uses the fundamental elements: fire, water, earth and air, but in human form. Us.’
Turner looked at Celeste. ‘You forgot spirit.’
‘Yes, and spirit. Although not a basic element, the spirit dwells within all of the others, yet stands alone as well.’ Celeste placed a hand on her chest. ‘Like the spirit of the Vordene,’ she said looking at Turner intently, ‘and … like the spirit of the Vordene’s Ring.’
‘But like I said, I’m not a spirit, am I?’ said Turner. ‘You were expecting a spirit animal not a twenty-two year old programmer from Hyde Park.’
They had descended another flight of old stone steps and now stood beside what looked to Turner to be a small ancient shrine.
‘No,’ said Celeste, ‘we weren’t expecting a human for our Ring. But, and remember this, there must be something special about you to have been chosen.’ She pointed to the shrine-like building. ‘I’ll show you the well now, but back at the house just remember what we’ve talked about before you go making any rash decisions. There are much bigger things to consider than just you and I.’
Turner rubbed the back of his neck. ‘OK, I won’t rush into anything. But I never imagined anything like this could happen to me. Seriously, the closest I’ve ever been to anything supernatural is playing RPG and fantasy games on my computer. This is just … huge, I guess. Scary huge.’
Celeste looked at him kindly. ‘I guess it would seem a bit scary. But just take one thing at a time. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t meant to be. And as well as your new-found “super powers”, you’ve got a house full of girls who want you in their lives. So, so it’s not all bad, huh?’
Turner nodded. He decided if he hung around he would at least stop acting like a scared little boy. If only for the fact he didn’t want Ember calling him ‘chicken-shit’ again.
 ‘Yeah. OK. Not all bad.’ He pointed to the little building. ‘Show me the well, spirit lady.’  
The well’s structure was open on one side, with columns on each corner holding up a little pyramid of a roof. A lot of the old stone was covered in moss and lichen. ‘I thought it was a shrine.’
‘You’re right really. This is a well. A sacred well. There’s thousands of these scattered around Britain. Not all in good condition like this though. In their most basic form they are just springs of fresh water rising from the ground. Humans have always valued the springs of course, but over time a lot of these springs took on more spiritual, or religious associations. Probably because people could feel their power, you know, unconsciously. A lot of the springs were made into stone wells, some even covered like this. This is the Wicker Well.’
‘Like a wicker basket?’
Celeste’s gave him a strange smile. ‘If you like. Come. This way.’ She entered the small stone building.
Inside it was dim and damp. In the middle of the structure was a square, stone pool of dark water. A small channel carried the overflow out the other side of the building where Turner could hear the sound of trickling water. It was strangely warm in the small room, and the air was thick with the damp smell of moss and fresh water. Turner stood still in the semi-darkness. He could feel something. He wasn’t nervous but he felt the hairs on his arms rise. It was as if there was electricity in the air. 
‘I feel something.’
‘You should. Imagine all the wells, the springs, are joined like a huge metaphysical net across the land. Across the world really. Like arteries. We harness those connections and use them as a way of travelling across distances. Around the world really.’
‘Wait. What? You dive into the well and swim under the ground?’
Celeste looked at him quizzically. ‘Oh boy, would that be dumb. No, we stand next to the well and tune into the power of the water spreading across the land, we think of the place we need to go, then zip, we’re there.’
‘Magic.’
‘Bloody hell, Turner. Magic is pulling a rabbit out of a hat. This is listening, connecting and using the living Earth. And given who we are it’s really just the Earth using the Earth. In this case we’re just blood cells using the arteries. Magic. I spit on your magic.’
Turner held up his hands. ‘OK. I get it. You girls are supernatural beings who aren’t witches, and use elemental powers which aren’t magic.’
‘Yes, exactly. And don’t forget it.’
‘I won’t. It’s all … hey do you feel that?’ The air in the well seemed to coalesce around Turner’s neck. He felt as if a train was approaching down a tunnel, or a large wave was about to break.
‘Let’s get out. Move,’ said Celeste.
‘Why? What’s hap …’ but the rest of his sentence was cut short as Celeste grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the well.
Once outside in the sunlight again, Celeste said, ‘Usually we have a bit of warning …’ She looked at Turner, her eyes wide, ‘Someone’s coming.’
*
From where Turner stood he could see into the well. Out of nowhere, without any great flash of light or swirling purple mist, two women appeared by the central pool of water.
Turner grinned widely. Transporter beams! In spite of himself he was becoming more and more intrigued with this whole supernatural setup. As long as there weren’t any more bloody monsters, he was almost willing to see where this Ring thing went.
The women both took a deep breath and looked around. Dressed in long gowns and golden hooded cloaks they had a medieval air about them. When they turned Turner could see one looked older than the other, but both were striking. Rich red hair flowed from beneath the younger woman’s hood, while a thin headband of gold bound the older woman’s long braided silver hair. Turner felt she looked almost regal. 
‘Mother Torhild! Aunt Sigrid!’ said Celeste.
‘Celeste’, said the younger woman softly to the elder.
The older woman stepped forward to embrace Celeste. ‘Aye, of course. Celeste. Spirit of the Wickerwell Vordene.’ Turner found the woman’s Scottish accent almost musical. The woman stepped back. ‘We heard, felt really of course, about poor little Lani. How is she? I’ve come to lend a hand if I can. The Healing you know.’
‘Oh, Mother Torhild, that’s so good of you’, said Celeste.
Mother Torhild looked around. ‘Yes, it’s nice to—.’ Her gaze settled on Turner and the colour drained from her face. ‘Sigrid,’ she said to the younger woman.
Sigrid lowered her hood, her gaze on Turner. ‘I feel it Mother Torhild. It’s … Is he?’
‘A human Ring,’ finished Mother Torhild.
Turner shifted from one foot to the other, aware of the three sets of eyes on him.
‘Oh my stars, oh my stars.’ The old woman grasped the arm of Sigrid for support, as if she was about to collapse. ‘Now? Oh dear. How?’
Turner glanced at Celeste who looked just as puzzled as he felt.
‘Mother Torhild!’ ‘Aunt Sigrid!’ came voices from behind them. The other girls strode down the stone steps.
‘I told you I felt her,’ said Brooke to Skye. ‘I said …’ but she stopped short when she saw the state of Mother Torhild, and the worried looks on the other faces.
Celeste stepped to the other side of Mother Torhild and took her arm. ‘Let’s get you up to the house, Mother. A nice cup of tea will help I’m sure.’
Mother Torhild looked at Celeste; she was shaking and there were tears in her eyes. ‘Tea? Yes I suppose so. And after tea we can discuss the imminent end of the …’
‘Sorry, Mother,’ said Sigrid, ‘I didn’t catch the last thing you said.’
Mother Torhild looked around at the others, before her gaze rested squarely on Turner. A solitary tear ran down her cheek. ‘The world dear. I said … the imminent end of the world.’
*
Ember had no idea what was going on with Mother Torhild but Celeste seemed to be trying to calm her down. She had ushered Aunt Sigrid and Mother Torhild into the Great Hall but asked everyone else, except Chloe, to stay out.
Celeste spoke to the others in the hall. ‘It’s just all together we make quite a crowd. I don’t know what’s got into Mother Torhild but I don’t want to freak her out any more than she is already. I’ll get to the bottom of what’s going on and get back to you…’
‘Brooke and I will go and check on Aunt Lani,’ said Skye.
Celeste smiled gratefully. ‘That would be great.’
‘What about us?’ said Ember.
‘Maybe Ember should take Turner home … for some fresh clothes, or whatever. Get him away from Mother Torhild?’ asked Brooke.
Celeste nodded. ‘Not a bad idea really. Give us an hour or two here, to chat with Mother Torhild and Aunt Sigrid.’
‘OK,’ said Ember. ‘We can do that can’t we, Turner? Want to invite me back to your house for coffee?’
Ember was pleased when a slight blush tinged his cheeks. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
TURNER
FOLLOWED EMBER out the front door. A two-car garage sat to the right of the main house. The sliding doors rose to reveal another Land Rover, older than the one in front of the house, and a low, sleek, modern car.
‘We’ll take the Jag,’ said Ember. ‘Celeste says the Jag shouldn’t be used unless it’s a special occasion. What’s more special than taking our very own Ring for a drive huh?’
‘Wow. This is a Jag? It’s very James Bond.’ The car was a sleek, silver four door.
‘A Jaguar XF to be exact. Aunt Lani bought it for us when we became the Wickerwell Vordene. See the emblem?’ A growling large cat’s head adorned a circular silver badge. Ember’s smile was lopsided. ‘I always hoped our Ring would look like that. I was hoping for a spirit Jaguar. How cool would that be?’
‘Very.’ Turner tapped a front tyre of the car with his foot. ‘Sorry to let you down.’
Ember’s eyes searched Turner’s face. ‘You haven’t. I don’t feel let down at all.’ She looked as if she was about to say something else, but changed her mind. ‘Let’s get going huh?’
Within a minute they were out on the main road to Wilby. Turner was impressed with the inside of the car as well, with its wood trim on the dashboard and centre console, and its lush leather seats. Turner wiggled his shoulders comfortably. It certainly shamed his Toyota Yaris.
‘Oops, forgot to put on my fell. It’s a rule we have to stick to.’
‘Hang on,’ said Turner. ‘You don’t have to be the old lady, do you? I’d rather not be seen driving around town with her.’
‘Of course not. I’m not in the Land Rover so this time I can be whatever you want.’ She turned and said in a mock suggestive voice, ‘Who would you like me to be, Turner?’
‘Well, you of course …’ Turner loved the grin these words put on Ember’s face. ‘But if it can’t be you, how about another young woman?’
‘Hmm. How’s this?’
Turner could sense she had put it on and blinked. She looked like a short-haired business woman, with square-rimmed glasses, a tight woollen business dress and even a colourful thin scarf.
‘I’m upwardly mobile,’ said Ember.
It certainly wasn’t what he was expecting. ‘Uh. I guess it will do.’ He was kind of glad he could now tune out her fell at will.
‘Hey, I’ve got a question.’
‘Yes?’
‘Mother Torhild. Who is she? What was going on back there?’
‘I don’t really know what got into her. I guess Celeste will find out and fill us in when we get back. As to who she is … Well, I guess if the British Isles have a queen of the Vordene, she’s it. She’s actually the oldest surviving member of the High Vordene. Aunt Sigrid is one of the current High Vordene, and Mother Torhild is really her mother, or her aunt-mother. The High Vordene have a castle near Stenness in Orkney.’
‘Orkney?’
‘Sounds strange I guess. Why not London or Edinburgh? But if you think of Orkney as the head of the British Islands, it makes more sense. It’s an ancient and holy place. Anyway, the castle is where all the British Vordene girls are born. That’s where I was born, and all my sisters, of course. The High Vordene also preside over the important rituals. We were initiated by them almost five years ago. It was amazing.’ Ember looked across at Turner. ‘They also do the Binding.’
‘OK. What’s the Binding?’
‘It’s a ceremony that each Vordene go through after they find their Ring. And just like it says on the tin, it’s a binding ceremony, where the women of the Vordene and their spirit animal are joined and acknowledged. It’s done in Orkney, at the Standing Stones of Stenness. Heard of them?’
‘Nope.’
‘Old. Older than the pyramids. Older even than Stonehenge. Sacred and powerful ground.’
‘And this is something you guys would want me to do? Bind? Sounds a bit like getting married.’
‘Yeah. I guess it does—when the spirit animal is actually a man.’
Turner held up an imaginary wedding ring and slipped it onto his finger. ‘Do you take these five women?’
Ember laughed. ‘Oh my God!’
They were both silent for a minute. Turner looked out of the side window at the ploughed fields. He saw a dead tree in the middle of one field with a raven or crow sitting on its branch.
He shook his head to clear it when Ember said, ‘So would you?’
‘Would I what?’
‘You know. Bind with us. Really become our Ring. Protect us. Fight with us.’
Once again Turner lapsed into silence. The car was approaching the outskirts of Wilby.
‘Turner?’
‘I was just thinking. I don’t have any good coffee at my place. Want to grab a coffee and a bite to eat at that blue cafe on High Street?’
He looked again out the side window. The dead tree and raven had passed. Could he really go through with the Binding? Should he stay with the girls? He didn’t know if he had it in him to live up to their expectations.
Ember glanced at him and pursed her lips. ‘You didn’t answer my question.’
Turner gave her a small smile. ‘Didn’t, did I?’
*
Turner and Ember sipped their coffee. They could hear sirens coming from across town. 
‘I hope no one is hurt,’ said Ember.
‘That many sirens? Sounds like something big. Maybe a couple of houses on fire or something.’
The sirens died away, and the usual hubbub of the town filled the void. Turner stared at Ember over his coffee. He was pleased she had suggested they sit at one of the outside tables. He loved the way the sunlight highlighted her hair, the usual dark red, now orange and radiant. He couldn’t believe he was actually sitting here with this mysterious and beautiful woman.  
He wondered what to say. He wanted to mention her hair, but instead said, ‘I like this part of the town, with its ancient little buildings. Like straight out of Shakespeare.’
 ‘I guess,’ said Ember. ‘I’m kind of used to it though. Lived here most of my life. But tell me about you, Turner. Where do you come from? What do you do?’
Turner swallowed the piece of lemon tart he’d been chewing. ‘Me? Boring as a sack of rocks, me. I was adopted as a baby, grew up with my adopted mother and father in Harlow, north of London. Moved to London after college, and I’ve been writing code, programming games and things for the last few years.’
‘Oh? Any for the phone? I like word games.’
‘I made a game called Jumpy Lumpy Llama. It’s just a jumping game.’ Turner noticed Ember tapping away at her phone. ‘You don’t have to …’
Ember smiled. ‘Too late.’ She held up her screen; it showed the download page for Jumpy Lumpy Llama. Ember looked at the phone again. ‘Looks like it has good ratings. It must be doing well, huh?’
Turner shrugged. ‘People like silly things.’
Ember glanced up from the screen, and said with a smirk, ‘They do, don’t they?’
‘Hey. Are you talking about me?’
‘Cough. Of course not.’
Turner laughed. ‘You realise you just said the word cough?’
‘No I didn’t. Cough.’
They were both silent for a moment, smiling at each other. Ember’s eyes twinkled.
Ember held her cup to her lips, looked at him over the rim and said, ‘So, girlfriends?’
Turner looked sideways. ‘One or two. Just finished a relationship a few months back. It’s the reason I’m here actually. Had to get away from everything. Although how I ended up in the midlands is beyond me.’
‘I don’t think you had a choice.’
‘The pull of the Vordene?’
Ember ran her finger along the top of her cup. ‘Exactly.’
‘So, what about you? You girls seem quite … normal for supernatural beings. But surely you didn’t have a normal upbringing.’
‘We grew up with our three Aunts as our mothers. We were home schooled. Part of that was learning how the modern world worked, how it spoke and so on. Learning how to live in this day and age basically.’ Ember looked around her. ‘We try to fit in. Even if it means most people never see our true selves. News of five sisters living in a manor house would attract the wrong kind of attention: the Scathery kind. Our Aunts even encouraged us to watch TV. Without it, the five of us would probably speak like Aunt Lani—a bit old school ma’am-ish.’
‘Boyfriends? That would have been difficult—not being able to show your real selves or reveal your powers.’
Ember looked down at her plate, her croissant untouched. ‘A few guys … but I’ve never had a long-term boyfriend. We can’t really do long-term relationships. Too many secrets to keep. So every once in a while, two or three of us would put on a fell and go out on the town for a big night out.’
Turner twirled his coffee slowly. ‘Well that’s normal. Apart from the fell thing of course. Girls going out, meeting guys …’
‘Well, not Brooke. In case you didn’t know … she likes girls.’
Turner laughed. ‘Hmm, there you go. I’m not very good at reading that sort of stuff. Although, I thought she had a bit of a problem with me.’ 
‘You’re not the only one. She and I, well, we’ve never got along really.’
Turner looked across and up the street.
Ember placed her empty cup down on the saucer, and looking at him with those intense eyes said, ‘You’re thinking you might not come back with me, aren’t you?’
Turner’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You can read my mind?’
‘No. It’s like with my sisters, we can pick up feelings, even from far away. It helps to know when one of us is in trouble. I’m finding it’s pretty easy for me to sense what you’re feeling too. Your uncertainty.’ Her lips were fine lines.
Turner was about to say something about loss of privacy, when he realised that as he looked at Ember, he was actually picking something up from her. And it wasn’t good.
‘Now I’m thinking about it, I can sense you too I think. You’re annoyed, angry. Yeah?’ 
As soon as he had said these words though Ember’s internal demeanour changed to one of surprise. ‘You can read me too? Wow! You’re spooper powers are coming along nicely.’
‘Spooper?’
‘It’s something you said yesterday in the park. You also said you had powers up your trousers.’ 
Turner could tell Ember was taking great delight in passing on this titbit of information.
‘I … ah … sorry. I was blotto. I don’t even remember saying …’
Ember took pity on him. ‘That’s OK. It was kind of funny. So, seriously now. You’re going to pass up these powers—and really who knows what else you’re capable of—and the chance to live with my sisters and me for what? A small flat and some computer games?’
When she put it like that … but he still wasn’t sure. 
Ember obviously was picking up his indecision again because she frowned and started to say something, just as Turner noticed his friend Derek walking towards them. Derek had his hands in his jacket pockets and his head down, so didn’t see Turner at first.
‘Derek?’ said Turner as his friend passed their table.
Derek stopped short and gaped at Turner with a mixture of horror and astonishment. ‘Turner? Turner! Turner, mate, you’re alive! Jesus Christ, mate your flat, the house!’
Derek’s yelling and flapping his arms around had attracted attention. Turner grabbed his friend’s arm and pulled him down to a seat at their table. ‘Calm down, Derek. What’s happened?’
‘Bloody hell, Turner, you don’t know?’ I’ve just come from Chaucer Street. The house where you live is gone. Totally gone.’
Turner’s heart pounded against his chest. ‘What do you mean, Derek? Gone. How?’
‘Some sort of sinkhole they’re saying. I couldn’t get close but a couple of guys on a roof nearby said it looked deep. Bloody deep. And the weird thing is it didn’t take any of the houses on either side. The hole is exactly the size of your house.’
Turner stood up, bumped the table and spilt his coffee. ‘Damn!’ He mopped up the spilt coffee with a serviette. ‘I should get over there. Mr Holt, my landlord. His dog. My stuff. Jesus.’
Ember looked at him, her eyes wide. ‘Oh Turner.’ She glanced at Derek before saying, ‘Can I speak to you for a moment?’
Turner wanted to get going. Like now. But Ember looked insistent. Turner sighed. ‘Won’t be a second,’ he said to Derek.
Derek frowned, and looked at Ember. ‘Sure, sure, but who is …’
‘Just a friend,’ said Turner, and remembered Ember’s current looks. ‘A business friend.’
Turner and Ember walked a few feet way. With Derek out of earshot, Ember said, ‘I’m not sure, Turner. It was only your house. That’s kind of suspicious, don’t you think? It might be some kind of trap.’
‘Well if so, it’s a trap that’s already sprung. I want to … I need to see it, Ember.’
She let out a breath and took his hand. ‘Well, what are we waiting for, you two? Let’s go!’
*
Ember was about to go back to get the car, but Derek pointed out the streets were full of emergency vehicles. So they decided to walk from the centre of town to Turner’s street. 
Ember didn’t say a word for the whole ten minute walk. Turner could tell she was worried but couldn’t bring it up because of Derek. 
His friend waved his arms around. ‘This is so awesome! Something like this will get Wilby on the map, that’s for certain. Sinkholes in the midlands. I can see the headlines now.’
Turner gave a noncommittal grunt, and tuned out.
A crowd of people were at the scene. It looked like half of Wilby had turned out to catch a glimpse of the incident. Turner shook his head. Nothing like a disaster to get people off their couches. The streets around Turner’s were swarming with emergency vehicles, and Chaucer Street was cordoned off with tape and police cars. Red and blue flashing lights bounced off any reflective surface, and the smell of diesel from the fire trucks hung in the air.
The three stopped on the opposite side of the intersection behind the crowd. Turner couldn’t see anything from here, but he thought it best if they hung back. The last thing he wanted was to get stuck talking to the police again so soon after yesterday. 
‘Derek. Where were those guys on the roofs?’
‘Up the hill a bit. Follow me.’
They entered Pilgrim Way, the street that ran parallel to Chaucer Street. A few houses on this street now had people on their roofs. Derek spoke to the two men he’d talked to earlier at number 11, and within a minute Turner, Ember and Derek had climbed a long, wooden ladder to join them on the flat metal roof. 
Turner looked down the hill. Diagonally across two fences was where his house used to be. Now there was a pit. Even though Turner had no way of determining its depth, it looked deep. Its steep sides didn’t look as if they sloped inwards at all. Both the houses to either side were untouched. If it was a sinkhole it was the neatest rectangular sinkhole ever. Looking into the blackness of the hole, Turner had a rotten feeling in his stomach.
He saw his Toyota still parked on the street, so at least he hadn’t lost everything. It was then he noticed the dog. He could tell by the black and white markings it was Carl. A policeman had him on a leash and was trying to pull him away, but the dog was scrabbling to stay by the pit. 
‘Oh no,’ said Turner softly.
‘This… this is not good,’ said Ember weakly next to him.
‘I’ve seen enough, let’s get down,’ said Turner.
‘There’s the news crews now,’ said Derek, his eyes wide. ‘Reckon they’ll send a camera down there? Maybe a drone?’ When he noticed Turner and Ember had started to edge back down the roof he said, ‘Where’re you going? It’s getting interesting!’
‘Ah, I should probably take care of some things, Derek. I’ll see you later. OK mate?’ said Turner.
But Derek had already turned back to the scene. ‘OK, Turner I’ll … oh look the BBC!’ he said to one of the other men on the roof.
Turner kept his head down as he and Ember wound their way through the crowd, and headed back to the centre of town. Turner couldn’t get the image of Carl out of his head.
‘I think my landlord Mr Holt went down with the house, Ember.’ He told her about the dog.
‘Oh no. I’m so sorry, Turner.’ She took his hand in hers. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘If we hadn’t stopped to get coffee, we would have been at your place when it fell into the ground.’
Turner shuddered. ‘I guess so. Do you think that was someone’s, or something’s plan?’
Ember let out a breath. ‘I think so, yes. Let’s go home, Turner.’
Turner thought for a moment about mentioning that his home was at the bottom of a bottomless bad hole, but thought better of it. It looked as though any decision about whether to join the sisters had just been made for him.
‘OK, Ember. Let’s go home.’
Ember didn’t say anything, but squeezed his hand in understanding.
*
Turner stared out of the Jag’s window as Ember drove. Both lost in their own thoughts, neither had said a word since leaving Wilby. Turner couldn’t stop thinking about the pit. He knew that Mr Holt was such a homebody he’d probably been home when the house disappeared. If anything had happened to the old man, Turner knew he was partly responsible. This Vordene business was more dangerous than he had thought.
The car rounded a long bend on the small country road, and they passed the ploughed fields they had driven by on their way to Wilby. He once again noticed the dead tree: a white, broken skeletal hand grasping at the sky. The crow or raven was still there. Turner frowned. That tree had been on the other side of the road as they were coming into town. The same tree, he was sure of it.
He turned to Ember, but didn’t know what to say. When he looked again out of the window, it took a moment or two to register what he was looking at. For although the Jaguar had travelled a few hundred yards down the road, Turner was looking at exactly the same tree, with the same black bird sitting on its branch. He also noticed the field the tree stood in was devoid of all colour. A washed-out greyness where there should have been greens and browns. The tree and the bird moved out of his vision as the car moved on. He shivered.
‘Ember …’
Ember looked at him, the worry on her face apparent. ‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it?’
‘It just … I saw this tree when I looked out the …’ He turned and looked as he spoke. Sure enough, another field with the same tree and the same bloody bird. ‘OK. Something’s definitely happening.’
‘Tell me.’ 
‘I don’t know. It’s a dead tree and a raven or something in the tree. And I keep seeing it—every time I look out of the window.’ He made sure he was looking at his hands as he spoke this time.
‘I’ve got no idea what that could mean, Turner. Let me know if you see it again, and I’ll have a look too.’
Turner didn’t want to, but looked anyway. As they passed a bit of a marsh, there was no tree. A bit further down the road however, another ploughed field came into view. And in the middle of the field was the dead tree. This time, there was no crow or raven—but a Scather wrapped around the branch, its glowing yellow eyes staring straight into Turner’s heart.
Turner could hardly speak. ‘Do … do you see it?’
Ember glanced out Turner’s window. ‘No. I feel something. But it may just be you … what you’re feeling.’
Both of Ember’s hands were on the steering wheel. Turner placed his hand on her left hand, and although they had once again moved down the road, there was another field, tree and Scather. ‘Now. Now do you see it?’
Ember looked across. Her eyes went wide and she slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a halt.
‘Jesus, Turner! You said it was a raven!’
‘It was. It was. The last two have been Scathers. Sorry.’
The bleached greyness leached outwards from the tree, the ploughed furrows looking like lines of pulped newspaper. A dark mist rose up from the ground as the Scather wound itself from one bone-white branch to another, faster and faster, all the while watching the occupants in the car.
Ember’s phone rang. ‘Hi, Chloe. No, we’re OK. There’s some weird stuff happening though …’
As Ember spoke, the black mist swirled and grew. The Scather on the tree stopped moving. It still watched the car.
‘Like … Turner’s house just fell into hell, and …’
Turner’s breath came fast as he saw the black mist coalesce and become more solid. A murky darkness enveloped the field, creeping towards the road and the car. Within the dark mist a thousand glowing eyes watched him back. ‘Ember … ’
‘And now there is something in the …’
‘Ember!’
Ember looked over at the swirling madness in the field, a black tide of withering, oily spaghetti only a stone’s throw from the car. She spoke fast, ‘Gotta go, Chloe,’ threw the phone into Turner’s lap and put the car into gear.
Turner winced as he made a decision. ‘Wait.’
She turned to him, panic in her eyes. ‘What?’
He didn’t explain what he had in mind; he just opened the door and stepped out.
‘Turner!’ Ember screamed.
But Turner had a feeling. He wasn’t sure but these Scathers felt wrong somehow. Not like last night—insubstantial almost. He stepped around the car to the edge of the road. There was six foot drop. Turner could easily see the whole heaving field of Scathers from where he stood.
In a moment, Ember was out of the car and tugging at his arm. ‘Turner, please! Get back in the car. We can’t fight all these without a full Vordene!’ 
He stared out at the Scathers. 
‘We have to leave Turner!’
Turner didn’t move. 
‘God damn it! There’s too many!’ Ember yelled.
Turner glanced at Ember and took a step back in shock. Her eyes were glowing, not their usual orange, but a deep fierce red. Her hair whipped like fire behind her. She faced the field and raised her hands. Sparks danced from her fingers, joined after a moment by small angry flames. Turner took another step back. This Ember was scary.
A ball of flames appeared in her hands above her head: turning, burning with fire and yellow lightning. Ember screamed and hurled the fireball into the field, where it hit the mass of Scathers and exploded in a twenty foot circle of flames and plasmic energy.
But still the Scathers stood. The fireball had done nothing.
Ember screamed again, this time in frustration. She doubled over, her hands clenched. Her hair still blew in an invisible wind, and sparks now jumped up her forearms as well as her hands. Turner was afraid she could explode at any moment.
‘Ember!’ He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. God, the heat almost burnt his hand. Her head whipped around, her furious red eyes bore into him. ‘Ember! Listen to me! I know what’s happening here. They’re not real. Please calm down.’
Whether it was his words or his hand, Ember sank to her knees, panting hard. The sparks died, her hair fell back, and after a moment or two, Turner could see her eyes had gone back to normal.
Turner too was breathing heavily but tried to keep his voice calm. ‘It’s OK, Ember. They’re not real. The Scathers. It’s a giant fell.’
Confusion crossed Ember’s face. But Turner knew he was right. These weren’t real Scathers. There was no sound coming from the field, as if these Scathers were a silent film version of the ones from last night.
A feeling of serenity and growing power came over him. He stared back at all those Scather eyes. He knew now that he was really looking at one pair of eyes. He could feel it. Somebody was spying on him and using this swirling blackness of Scathers like a fell. He was sure of it.
He raised his right hand, palm outwards. He felt the power in him rise. It became larger, and larger still, until finally he felt as if he held a mountain in his mind. He mentally grasped the mountain and calmly pushed it over the field. The swirling black mist of Scathers froze. Nothing in the field moved. 
‘How? What?’ Ember’s words were far away.
Turner looked directly into the eyes of a now immobile Scather on the dead tree. Ember took his hand in hers. Then with the girl of fire’s hand in his, sharing her energy with him, he thought a word. And the word became a flaming sword as bright as the sun, a searing red-hot blade which soared from his mind across the frozen black sea and pierced the Scather between the eyes. The word was: ‘LEAVE!’
There was a dazzling flash which forced Turner’s eyes closed. A heavy thump followed which almost knocked him off his feet. As the whiteness faded from his eyes he saw there was nothing there. Just a field.
They were both breathing heavily. The tree and the Scathers were gone and everything seemed normal again. Turner could smell the turned earth and drank in the wonderful commonplace white clouds against the blue sky. 
Ember was blinking hard. ‘Wow, that was bright. And what was that whacking great thump at the end?’
He leant back on the car for support. ‘A shock wave maybe? I don’t know, but it was intense. All of it. Thanks for …’
Without warning Turner felt an almost audible click in his mind. He had never had a premonition before but this was so strong, so immediate that he flung his arm around Ember and jumped from the edge of the road. They both tumbled down the grassy slope and came to rest in a damp ditch.
Ember was already beginning to stand up, her face once again a mask of fury. She brushed dirt and grass from her jeans. ‘What the hell, Turner!’ 
Without an answer Turner began to scramble back up the slope. His feet slipped a couple of times and he grabbed at tufts of grass for support. Whatever had made him jump down the slope was back up there. He was almost afraid to look. When his head crested the slope he saw … the car was gone. And …
In its place was a pit. 
Turner heard Ember swearing as she climbed the slope, but as she reached the top she grew silent. 
‘Oh no, no, no,’ she said at last.
They both rose to their knees and looked down into the hole. It was black and cavernous, with fetid hot air rising from it carrying the stench of sulphur and cesspits. Turner threw his arm across his nose and mouth. There was no sign of the car. 
Ember turned to Turner, a look of terror in her eyes. Through her hand on her mouth she said, ‘The Jag … Oh my God, Celeste is going to kill me.’
*
Ember thought she’d lost her phone with the car but Turner produced it from his pocket. He couldn’t remember how it had gotten there, but they were both too relieved to question it.
They rang home and waited a dozen feet away from the pit. If Turner didn’t look over his shoulder, he could imagine the world as a normal place, a pleasant world with the green rolling hills of the Midlands, a blue sky and a small country road. But every time a stray breeze blew the pit’s terrible stench over them, the little picture book he had constructed for himself tore itself up and fluttered away.
Before he saw or even heard the car, Turner knew it was coming. ‘Here she comes.’
‘Who?’ asked Ember. ‘Chloe?’
Turner couldn’t help himself; he turned and gave Ember a big grin. ‘No. Celeste.’
‘Oh shit,’ said Ember.
The Land Rover crested the rise and pulled to a halt beside the pair. Celeste jumped from the car and strode to the pit. She took one look and walked over to Turner and Ember. Turner expected fireworks. He didn’t expect to be pulled into a three-way embrace.
‘It’s going to be OK. Everything’s alright,’ said Celeste, her short blonde and blue hair against Turner’s cheek.
Ember pulled back. ‘You’re … you’re not mad?’
Celeste searched her sister’s face. ‘I’m just glad you’re alright, Em. And don’t worry about the car. Cars are replaceable. We have much bigger things to worry about.’
On the trip back to Wickerwell, Ember filled Celeste in on what had happened at Turner’s house, and on the fields.
‘Damn,’ said Celeste. 
‘What?’ asked Ember.
Celeste turned the car into the manor’s driveway. ‘It seems to all tie in with what Mother Torhild has been talking about. She wants to meet Turner properly, and she has some … important things to share. So we’ll discuss it more when we get home.’
In the back seat, Turner leaned back and closed his eyes. Just hours ago he had woken up determined to get out of there and back to his normal life. Now normal life had been ripped away from him. His flat, Mr Holt, the car and those bloody Scathers; he’d asked for none of it. But it looked like he didn’t have a choice in the matter. He couldn’t run away now. He had powers for Christ’s sake! Real powers his sixteen-year-old self would have sold his soul, or at least his computer, for. And there was Ember—a beautiful sorceress, who, amazingly, seemed to be interested in him. He clenched his fists. Plus he was angry. He wanted something … justice … revenge?
Turner knew he had just made a big decision. He took a deep breath.
Back at Wickerwell they entered the Great Hall. Turner hadn’t been in the Hall before and felt as if he were stepping into a private part of the girls’ world. It was a mixture of a Goth’s inner sanctum and a medieval library, and smelled of old books and scented candles. In the centre of the room was a circle of old, mismatched chairs. Mother Torhild and Aunt Sigrid were there, as were Chloe, Brooke and Skye … and one other person.
‘Aunt Lani!’ said Ember. The girl’s Aunt was sitting in a large old easy chair, her legs covered in a crocheted rug. Ember crossed the room and gave her Aunt a strong hug. ‘I’m so glad you’re alright.’
‘Takes a lot to keep me down, dear,’ said Lani. 
Turner stood just outside the circle of chairs. Skye gave him a little wave, but when Turner looked at Brooke, her eyes opened wide and she looked away quickly.
Aunt Lani looked beyond Ember and held out her hand. ‘Young man,’ she said.
Turner walked to the old woman’s side and took her hand. It was plump but felt small and frail in Turner’s hands.
‘Oh yes. Now you’re awake your strength just radiates from you. Mother Torhild has restored much of my vigour this afternoon, but I feel your power drumming through me. It’s marvellous.’
Mother Torhild coughed and held out her hand as well. When Turner took it, he felt a shock of power course through him. Images of misty moors, white tipped lakes and storms rushed through Turner’s mind. This was one amazing woman.
The feeling must have been mutual. ‘Incredible,’ said Mother Torhild, ‘simply incredible.’ Still holding Turner’s hand, she spoke to the room, ‘I’ve never before felt so much potential … so much capacity.’ Her gaze bore into Turner.
Turner was a bit uncomfortable with all this attention. Ember must have noticed as she patted the chair next to her. ‘Here, Turner, sit.’
Once seated, Turner looked around at all the faces, shifted in his seat and rubbed the back of his neck. A room full of women—and him.
Mother Torhild stood and faced the circle. ‘Let’s get started, shall we? I spoke at length with Celeste and Chloe. Celeste suggested it would be best … how did you put it, dear? It’s best if we all share the same page? At any rate, now we’re all here, I’ll try to be brief. It’s not good though I’m afraid. The news I’m about to impart is frightful, perhaps even world changing.’
‘I don’t like this,’ whispered Ember.
Turner was wondering once again what he’d gotten himself into.
‘As you know,’ Mother Torhild continued, ‘Turner there is a human Ring. I have only met one other human Ring before in my life. It was in France in the middle of World War Two.’ She looked at the young faces around her, and chuckled. ‘Yes, I’m that old. It seems human Rings only appear when the Earth is in dire straits, when the Dark Forces are about to spread evilness and sickness to a large proportion of the population, causing plagues and war.’
Mother Torhild sat down again and continued, speaking to Turner, ‘The Earth fights back, with the Vordenes of course. But in case of wars and plagues, the Vordenes need all the help they can get. One, maybe two Vordene are granted an Ellring, which is just an old way of saying ‘All-Ring’ or ‘Ring Lord.’ The Ring Lord is basically a protector spirit with incredible powers but in human form, so they can think and plan and act on those plans.’
Ember smiled at Turner. ‘Ellring. You’re the Ellring, Turner.’
Turner frowned, looked at Ember, but spoke to the room. ‘But I’m not. It can’t work like that. One day nothing, the next, all these powers? I’m just a guy.’
Mother Torhild spoke to Turner. ‘You were just ‘a guy’, young man. But no longer. Look within, you must feel yourself changing? To discover what you really are, you must first cast aside what the world expects you to be.’
Turner stared at his hands in his lap. Expectations. He could probably ignore the world’s expectations, but what about the women in this room? What of their expectations?
‘The Ellring,’ said Skye. ‘Why don’t we know about this? Shouldn’t this be something we learn about as we grow up?’
‘No,’ said Sigrid. ‘An Ellring could probably be summoned by a Vordene if they tried hard enough, with years of the right incantations. And what Vordene wouldn’t want a human Ring? But Ellrings are powerful beings which should only manifest in times of need. An Ellring in normal times could be a dangerous thing, their power unfocused, untamed and obvious to the outside world. Therefore, we try to keep the Ellring a secret. Even to other Vordene.’
Chloe asked, ‘Mother Torhild, why us? Why here?’
‘The Ellring usually appears where they will be needed most,’ said Mother Torhild. ‘So it looks like the Midlands are going to play host to some sort of apocalypse.’
‘Apocalypse? Such as?’ asked Brooke.
Sigrid pushed some of her red hair from her face. Turner suspected she was probably a fire elemental as well. ‘Well, we know in World War II there was a Scather gate a hundred feet wide in Germany. It spilled out Scathers for months. Millions of them. Of course the general populous though it was some sort of mining disaster.’ 
A couple of the girls scoffed. ‘That’d be right,’ said Brooke.
Sigrid continued, ‘The Scathers contaminated Europe with fear, illness and evilness until finally infecting the rest of the world. It took almost two hundred full Vordenes, from all over the world, to fight off the Scathers and close the gate. But they didn’t succeed until the Ellring of the Stuttgart Vordene joined the battle. And although they won in the end, many Vordene and many Rings perished, including the young Ellring.’
‘So what about us? What do we do?’ asked Brooke.
Celeste nodded at Mother Torhild and said, ‘Aunt Sigrid and Mother Torhild suggest we do the Binding as soon as possible. It makes the Vordene and Ellring stronger. A powerful whole.’
‘Oh yeah,’ said Turner, ‘the marriage.’
Most smiled and a couple of the girls laughed. 
Brooke shook her head at Turner. ‘It better be a honking big diamond ring, because really, you’re not my type.’
Turner would have laughed, but Brooke wasn’t smiling. 
‘Now,’ said Celeste, ‘tell them about your adventure to Wilby.’
Turner and Ember recounted their adventure. It garnered many gasps and ‘Oh my Gods’ from the circle of women. When Ember had finished speaking, Brooke stood. ‘I’ve got to … I’ll be back …’ she said, and darted out the door.
‘What’s gotten into her?’ asked Celeste.
For a few long seconds no one spoke. Skye broke the silence. ‘So we wait all our lives for a Ring, we hit the jackpot with an Ellring, and straight away somebody wants to take him from us.’
Mother Torhild broke the silence. ‘Yes, it sounds like someone or something wants the Ellring out of the way.’
Celeste leant forward in her chair. ‘But we all know Scathers don’t work like that. The Grimshade isn’t conscious is it? And Skorns are limited in their powers. Who or what has the power to do those things?’
Mother Torhild gripped the wooden arms of her chair. ‘I don’t know, dear. I wish I did, but I think it’s definitely tied to the impending calamity. I’m sorry to say, if there’s some sort of sentient supernatural being behind it, it’s beginning to feel a lot worse than a plague or a war. The most dangerous dark forest is that with a mind in it. I suggest we hurry the Binding along. Give us three days to prepare. In the meantime, be on your toes. Protect your Ellring.’
Turner once again shifted uncomfortably under the concentrated stare of seven powerful women.
*
It was now late afternoon. The circle had broken up into two groups. Ember stood to one side with Turner and Skye. The other group, ‘the oldies’ as Skye put it, consisted of Mother Torhild, Aunt Sigrid, Celeste and Chloe. They were huddled together on the chairs discussing Rings, catastrophes and Bindings.
Skye suggested that Ember, Turner and she head to the kitchen and start to prepare dinner.
The three filed out of the Great Hall, but Ember grabbed Turner’s hand and pulled him to the stairs.
‘Hey! Where are you two going?’ asked Skye.
Ember looked over the bannister her sister. ‘Just showing Turner my bedroom, we’ll be down to help in a mo.’
‘Cheeky thing,’ said Skye with a huge smirk.
‘I’m just showing him my bedroom.’ She took Turner’s hand again, ‘Come on.’
They met Brooke coming down the stairs.
‘You OK, Brooke?’ asked Ember.
Turner saw a range of expressions cross Brook’s face. ‘Look, I’m …’ She stopped, and crossed her arms. ‘Nothing. Don’t worry about it.’ She hurried down the stairs.
Ember stood watching her sister for a moment. She let out a deep sigh.
They continued up the stairs. Half way along the landing Ember opened the door to her room. She bit her lip. This was the first time in her life she had ever had a man in her room. She knew Turner didn’t really need to see her room, but Ember felt she wanted to share this with him. Her space.
Turner stepped into the room and looked around. Ember watched him take in the ancient wooden bookcases that lined the walls; they held hundreds of books. 
‘Wow. You like reading, I see,’ he said.
Ember spread her hands. ‘The world is wondrous and weird … and I mean to find out why.’ 
Many of the books were old and well used, but Turner pointed to a fantasy trilogy. ‘Hey, I’ve read that. One of my all-time faves.’ He pointed to another. ‘And that, I’ve read that one too. Bit too heavy on the romance for my liking though.’
Ember gave a little laugh. ‘I wonder if you and I have ever read the same book at the same time. You in London, me up here …’
Turner cocked his head. ‘No wonder you like those romance books …’
They both laughed then.
A writing desk stood in front of a deep window, on which sat a small modern laptop. Ember’s large bed, unmade, took up most of the other side of the room. 
‘It’s not what I expected,’ said Turner. ‘But in a good way. It’s like a cosy library. I was expecting lots of red I guess. Red walls, red bed, maybe some skulls …’
Ember placed her hands on her hips. ‘Skulls?’
‘Well, maybe some candles? Hanging from the ceiling, or in those medieval candelabra things?’
Ember stepped up to Turner. ‘Get this through your noggin,’ she tapped his forehead in time to her words. ‘We … are … not … witches.’
Turner gave her lopsided grin. ‘Sorcerous women using ancient magical powers. Not witches. Yeah, I know.’
Ember sat down on her bed and flopped back, her arms above her head. ‘Ugh. OK. If I’m a witch … that makes you a warlock, Mr Ellring.’
Turner stood at the end of the bed. ‘Touché.’ Ember was aware of his gaze.
He looked around again. ‘Plus you wouldn’t want candles in here. I’d hate to see your little library nook go up in flames. I like it. I really do.’
Ember sat up. ‘Thanks, Turner.’ She gestured towards a child’s drawing on the wall beside the desk. ‘Look.’
Turner took a step or two and looked at the picture, which had been framed and sat behind glass. It was a rough drawing of a girl with a stick arms and a triangle for a dress, standing next to what looked like a big cat with long, comical whiskers and a lightning bolt tail. The little girl’s arm stretched out to the cat.
Ember stepped close and leant into Turner’s back. She could feel the heat of him. 
She pointed at the picture. ‘It’s me and our Ring. The jaguar. I drew it when I was about six or seven.’
Turner’s body stiffened. ‘So that’s … that’s me and you then …’
Ember didn’t know if she was making him uncomfortable, so she stepped back. Turner turned. He was breathing heavily, as was she. She lowered her eyes. ‘Yes. Me and you.’ She placed a hand on his chest, her eyes searching his. She could feel his need; it infused him. She swallowed. Her mouth was only inches from his. ‘I can feel what you’re feeling, Turner. I want—’
‘Ember!’ came Skye’s voice from the landing or stairs. ‘Are you coming to help with dinner? Or do you two need some more time?’ This was followed by a big laugh.
Damn! Skye would probably come up next. Ember searched Turner’s eyes for a moment, ‘Guess we’d better go.’ 
He let out his breath. ‘Yeah. OK.’
Ember sighed, turned and walked to the door. So close!



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
TURNER
LOVED
THE sounds and smells of a busy kitchen. It reminded him of Christmas when he was young, of his Mother and Aunty May preparing the huge family feast, of knives chopping, pans clattering, and the way a kitchen was transformed by the aroma of garlic in oil, or the noise of a food processor.
‘How’s your salad going?’ asked Ember, who was stirring something at the stove.
‘Ha,’ said Turner, slowly cutting a small tomato. ‘Can’t really go wrong with just tomatoes, feta and lettuce, can you?’
‘You’ll be a gourmet chef soon,’ said Ember.
Brooke stood on the other side of the small table, buttering slices of crusty bread. Until now she had hadn’t said much at all. ‘Like you, Em? That rice is a tricky gastronomic dish, isn’t it?’
Ember didn’t say anything, but the piece of bread Brooke was buttering suddenly burst into flames.
‘Hey!’ said Brooke, batting out the little flames with another piece of bread.
‘You wanted toast, didn’t you?’ asked Ember over her shoulder.
‘Yeah. She’s wonderful at toast,’ said Brooke quietly, between clenched teeth. A thin wisp of dark smoke rose from the bread, and the smell of burnt toast filled the room.
Turner laughed, which earned him a glare from Brooke. Jeez, there was no fun in this girl.
Chloe entered the room. ‘Well it sounds like someone’s having fun.’ She held up a couple of bottles of wine. ‘Got the special stuff from the cellar.’ She placed the dusty bottles on the table.
‘Have Mother Torhild and Aunt Sigrid gone now?’ asked Ember.
Chloe removed some wine glasses from a cupboard. ‘Yep. Celeste and I saw them off. They’re going to organise the Binding, and the High Vordene are going to start talking to the other Vordenes around the country, to let them know what’s happening.’
The food prepared, everyone helped set the table in the sunroom, but this time its windows were dark and mirror-like. 
Turner looked around at the five sisters. ‘Your Aunt Lani not eating?’
‘I took her some food about twenty minutes ago,’ said Chloe. ‘Some crackers, fruit and cheese. She was sleeping, so I left it beside her bed. It’s been a big day for her.’
The bottles of wine were opened and Celeste held up her glass of chardonnay. ‘A toast,’ she said loudly, and waited for everyone fall silent. ‘To Turner. Our Ring has come at last.’
Turner noticed Ember’s smile. It seemed to say ‘Sorry you’ve gone through a couple of rough days, but hey, it’s not all bad.’ Well that’s what he hoped it was saying.
There was a chorus of ‘To Turner’ and everyone took a sip.
‘Oh my God, I missed wine,’ said Skye.
‘Another toast,’ said Ember and held up her glass. ‘To Skye. Welcome back to our not-so-little-anymore sister.’
‘To Skye. To Skye.’
Turner’s eye’s widened. A small rainbow had formed over the table, a shimmering arch of colour, its apex a foot above the heads of the diners. With child-like wonder, Turner reached out and placed his hand through it. As quickly as it had appeared, it dissipated. Turner looked around the table at the smiling sisters and saw they were smiling at him and his reaction to the rainbow.
‘Skye’s way of saying thank you,’ said Ember, and nudged his elbow with hers. ‘You can close your mouth now by the way.’
Turner looked at Skye, who was smiling shyly. ‘Wow. I mean, wow. I know you girls don’t like the word, but that was magical. Thank you, Skye.’
‘That was nothing,’ said Brooke waiving a fork, ‘I can …’
Celeste held up a hand. ‘Let’s leave anymore parlour tricks until after dinner, shall we? With Brooke’s little demonstrations someone always ends up wet.’
Turner noticed Brooke stab at some tomato pieces. She kept her gaze on her plate and didn’t respond.
‘Yes,’ said Ember, taking a sip of wine, ‘and poor Turner here can’t afford to get wet. We weren’t able to get to his house to pick up any more clothes.’
‘Why don’t you take Turner shopping tomorrow Ember? London? Paris? Sydney?’ said Celeste.
‘Oh Paris! Can I come?’ said Skye.
‘I think just Ember and Turner this time, Skye,’ said Celeste, and gave Ember a small wink. 
‘What about that thing that’s after Turner?’ asked Chloe.
‘Damn, forgot about that. Maybe we should stick together. Or Em and Turner could just take a quick trip to London perhaps?’
Turner frowned slightly. ‘You girls don’t have a private jet, do you? So I take it you’re talking about your holy well tube?’
Celeste nodded. ‘We can go to any other spring anywhere. Even if it’s just to Paris to buy up big on clothes and handbags.’
Turner waved a fork. ‘But you can’t just appear in the middle of Paris or wherever, next to a spring or well. People would see you.’ 
‘We know of hundreds of hidden springs,’ said Celeste, ‘where we can appear without being seen. Plus, if we feel anyone at the other end, we just don’t go.’
‘The transporter beams canna work, Captain,’ said Turner.
In answer to Celeste’s raised eyebrows, Ember placed her hand on Turner’s shoulder and said, ‘He’s a nerd.’
‘Ah,’ said Celeste and returned to her meal.
Turner smiled. He was thinking about transporter beams and what you could do with them. You could zip into bank vaults and escape with gold ingots, for instance. ‘There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask. Where do you guys get your money?’
Chloe put down her wine and said, ‘History Turner. The Vordene are as old as civilisation, perhaps older. When a group has been around as long as that, it’s quite easy to build up a fortune. These days it’s real estate mostly. You’d be surprised at how much of the UK the Vordene, as a whole, own. Really surprised.’
‘Real estate?’ said Brooke. ‘I thought we boiled up kiddies for their gold fillings.’ When no one laughed, she added, ‘In our cauldrons …’
‘Yeah, we get it, Brooke. Still not funny,’ said Celeste. ‘Turner, Ember, if you leave in the morning, you can be home by lunch.’
‘Well, I look forward to a shopping trip using your mystic transporter beam then,’ said Turner. He noticed Ember smiling. ‘It should be …’ Turner stopped. His eyes went wide. Past the heads of the girls, past their reflections in the glass walls of the sunroom, Turner could see two yellow, glowing eyes in the darkness.
‘Turner?’ said Ember, turning to peer in the direction he was looking.
‘It’s … it’s another one of the not-Scathers, but this time inside one of the lion statues at the top of the steps out there. It’s watching us.’
Chairs screeched on the tiled floor as the girls stood up and started talking all at once.
‘Stop!’ yelled Celeste. ‘Nobody look at it!’ She placed her hands deliberately on the table. ‘Everybody sit down please. I have to think … Turner, don’t look at it.’
Turner took one last sideways glance. Those hideous eyes seemed to burn into his brain.
‘It’s not real though, Turner?’ said Chloe. ‘You said it was like a fell.’
‘Not real, no,’ said Turner, ‘but there’s something coming from it … just as wrong. It hurts my head.’
‘Blast the rotten thing away then, like you did with the other one,’ said Brooke, trying hard not to look out of the window.
‘No,’ said Celeste. ‘No. We need to buy some time, guys. Mother Torhild needs at least a couple of days to get things ready in Orkney for the Binding. We can’t afford for that thing to take or kill Turner, or drop us into a pit now it’s tracked him down. What if …’ 
Celeste frowned at her plate in front of her, and a small smile grew on her face. She whispered, ‘What if we pretend Turner and Ember are going to Paris, but actually go to …’ She paused, and her gaze darted in the direction of the glass doors. She placed one arm around her plate.
Turner’s inner child whooped with joy when a tiny, misty forest grew on Celeste’s plate. Minuscule transparent trees grew on the remains of her salad. It lasted a second before Celeste blew a gentle breath, and it dissipated like a fog in a breeze.
‘Really?’ said Ember. ‘Wow, Celeste, you must think it’s important, if you’re allowing us …’
Celeste’s clenched her hands into fists. ‘Can you think of anything more important than losing our Ring—the Ellring—now we’ve finally found him?’
‘No. Of course not. When then? And how will we know to return?’
‘Take this,’ said Chloe and lifted a leather cord over her head. A wooden bead hung from the cord. But when Ember held it on her palm, Turner saw it was actually a large seed. ‘You know where you’re going, right? The power of this will be amplified there. I’ll be able to call you home.’
Celeste said, ‘I think you should leave now. We’ll stand at the back door and wish you a wonderful trip to Paris.’ She lowered her voice once more. ‘And hopefully that’s where that thing will look for you.’
‘I have absolutely no idea what’s going on,’ said Turner.
Ember stood, and held out her hand to Turner. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll explain when we get there.’
*
Turner held Ember’s hand as they walked between the two stone lion statues at the top of the steps, one of which contained the spying eyes. He saw the yellow glow had almost faded from sight, as if it were hiding from him. But Turner didn’t have to see a Scather, or even a pair of eyes, to know it was there, and that it was watching.
The girls on the sunroom step began calling out. 
‘Bye!’ 
‘Have a great time!’ 
‘Enjoy Paris!’ 
‘I’m so jealous!’ 
Don’t overdo it guys, Turner thought.
Ember turned and gave them a wave. ‘See you in a couple of days. Paris here we come!’
They walked down the path and stopped just outside the well. They were almost in darkness as the only illumination was from an outside light on the back of the manor house. The well’s white stone walls shone ghost-like before them.
They entered the stone structure and stood before the square pool of water. Ember took both of Turner’s hands in hers. ‘You’ve never done this before so it might be a bit jarring. Probably best if you close your eyes.’
Turner closed his eyes and was about to ask how long it would take when everything changed. He felt like he had just tripped up a step. He knew they had arrived at their destination because there was brightness behind his closed eyelids, the air was different, the sound was different, and more than anything it felt different. All at once his body was tingling with energy. He felt powerful, strong and clear.
He opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Ember. She searched his eyes and waited for his reaction. Turner’s eyes widened. A red and orange glow billowed around her. A swirling, gossamer mist which emanated from her head and arms. At first Turner was afraid she was on fire.
‘Ember … there’s smoke coming off you.’
Ember smiled and the red mist around her became orange and rose up in excited ribbons. ‘It’s not smoke you ninny. It’s my aura. And, oh my God, Turner. You should see yours. It’s like a fountain of blue and gold pouring out of you. I’ve never seen anything like it.’
Turner held out his hand but didn’t see anything coming from it. It was then he noticed where they were. His mouth fell open and he turned around slowly as he took it in. They were surrounded by a forest. A forest of enormous straight trees. Sunlight streamed down in cathedral-like beams through the trees’ canopy, spot-lighting a leaf-carpeted forest floor. Light and shadow. The air was warm and thick with the heady odour of greenery and earth, like stepping from a chilly day into a large greenhouse. The forest seemed to extend forever, with no underbrush or small trees. Only the hundreds and thousands of pale behemoths, their brown arms reaching for the heavens, their mighty feet planted firmly among moss covered rocks and mounds of earth. 
Turner tilted his head all the way back, spinning slowly on the spot, until finally he felt Ember’s hand on his shoulder. ‘You’ll fall down, if you’re not careful,’ she said.
‘Where are we?’ asked Turner. He was half expecting the answer to be ‘another planet.’
‘This is the True.’
‘The True? The True what?’
‘Just … the True.’
Turner looked up again. ‘It’s daytime here.’
‘Darkness never falls in the True.’
Ember had spoken quietly, and Turner noticed another thing about this place; it was almost devoid of sound. Turner listened, but could hear no birds or other animals, just the gentle rustle of leaves rubbing against each other in the slight breeze. From somewhere nearby came the sound of water, a small stream or waterfall. The place looked like it had never seen the hand of man. A forest from the dawn of time.
Ember picked up a fallen stick and pointed at the trees. ‘Tree and true come from the same ancient word. This is a shadow world. The Grimshade of the Scathers is a shadow world too. Chloe thinks there may be other shadow worlds as well, ones we don’t know about, or have forgotten, and she’s researching all the old Vordene texts for them.’
‘You said this place is like the Scathers’ world?’
‘No, no, it’s a shadow world, but isn’t evil like the Grimshade. Quite the opposite. It’s a dimension of life, of life-force.’
‘Yeah,’ said Turner holding out his hands. ‘I can feel it. I really can.’ The feeling was similar to what had happened to him the previous night, when the girls had surrounded him at the battle of the Scathers. An incredible feeling of strength and power, of clarity and precision.
‘Chloe says that the best modern way of thinking about it, is to imagine a giant battery that’s supplying good Gaia energy into our world.’ Ember looked Turner up and down, her eyes wide. ‘And into you by the look of it. Your aura is off the charts ,Turner.’
‘I love this place,’ said Turner, a huge grin on his face. ‘I feel so alive.’
He was wrong about the sounds, because he could hear birds … wait, now it was more like human singing. But as he tilted his head to hear better he realised no human had ever sung like that. It was an ethereal chorus, a thousand new age albums playing at once. He spun around looking for its source. And then he saw them: glowing, floating streams of greenish light, flowing through the forest, around the giant trunks, coming towards them. Ten, twenty and more.
‘Here they come,’ said Ember, throwing her arms wide.
‘Who? What?’
‘The True of course,’ said Ember, smiling widely at Turner as if it made all the sense in the world.
Soon Turner and Ember were surrounded by dozens of the singing, luminous beings. Orbs of translucent, scintillating green, each shimmering with the lights of a thousand tiny stars. Turner was not a religious person, but this had to be the most awe inspiring thing ever to happen to him. The ethereal music, the cathedral-like atmosphere of the trees, and the streaming light were sending shockwaves of tingling reverence through his body.
‘What … what are they?’
‘They’re called the True. They are the spirits of this dimension. Really, they are the trees as well. Soon they’ll … oh look, there they go.’
The floating green wispy lights lowered to the ground, and as they did they became human in form. To Turner, they looked like tall, slightly see-through ghosts of elves.
One of the beings floated forward and spoke directly into Turner’s mind, ‘No Turner, we are not elves. Although perhaps we are the original template for the elves?’
Ember gave Turner’s elbow a nudge. ‘Like the Vordene and witches.’
Turner couldn’t shake his grin. ‘You can hear them too?’
‘Of course.’ Ember bowed to the spirits. ‘Greetings, True. This is Turner, the Wickerwell Vordene’s Ring. As you can see, he’s an Ellring.’
The spirit which had earlier spoken to Turner, now lifted gently off the ground and floated around him twice. ‘Yes. We know. Such power does your Ellring hold, Ember. He holds within the equivalent of a True year.’
‘Meaning?’ Turner asked Ember.
‘Meaning oh-my-bloody-God, that’s what. Your spooper powers are a lot more powerful than we thought.’
‘That’s good, yeah?’
Once again the voice in his head. ‘It means in all probability your power will be needed, Turner. Monumental events await you. An Ellring’s lot is not an enviable one.’
Even half a day ago, these words would have had Turner running back to London. But here, surrounded by the trees and their sprits, he felt nothing except wonder, peace and awe. He was amazed just to be here.
He felt Ember take his hand. He turned to her and said, ‘Not to worry. In for a penny …’
Ember smiled gratefully. ‘You’re changing, Turner.’
‘He is becoming his power. Recast. Transmuted,’ said the spirit. ‘A mighty oak bursting fully-formed from a lowly acorn.’ Turner saw the other ghost elves smile, so he smiled too, although he wasn’t too sure about the ‘lowly acorn’ business.
‘If we may impose on the True, we seek shelter here for a day or two please,’ said Ember.
‘We know. We welcome you. We have created a dwelling for you beside the stream. Follow, please.’
Turner and Ember followed the spirit, along with the rest of the ghostly True. A short walk away they came to the stream: a clear running brook edged with large round boulders. The trees nearest the water, dipped their large roots like people dangling their legs in a pool. On the bank beside the stream, an enormous tree had widened out near its base, forming an organic cave. Turner looked through the doorway made of thick roots and saw wooden furniture within.
‘Wow!’ said Turner. ‘When did you do this?’
‘Just now,’ came the whispered voice in his head. ‘Do you wish for another room?’
Before Turner or Ember could say anything, a large root beside the wooden cave prised itself out of the ground and billowed out. It then split into smaller roots, which reburied themselves in the ground in rows, and morphed together to form the walls of a new smaller cave.
Turner grinned widely at Ember. ‘Instant tenements! It’s like an en-suite.’
The True speaker, at least Turner thought it was the same one, floated over to Ember and said into their minds, ‘We will leave you now. Feel free to use the water for drinking and bathing. There is food indoors, we hope it will suffice. If you have need of anything else, just ask or think it, and it will appear. We have a Gathering in about twelve of your hours. You are most welcome to join us. We will return then to show you the way to the knot. To the clearing.’
Ember bowed slightly. ‘On behalf of the Wickerwell Vordene, I thank you so much, True.’
The humanoid ghosts morphed once again into hovering green wisps and drifted off into the forest. Their choir-like singing began again, and the spirits vanished behind the trees. Their song became fainter and fainter, until all that was left was the echo of the song, or maybe just its memory.
*
Turner was still gazing off into the forest, trying to comprehend everything he had just seen when he noticed Ember yawning.
‘Sorry,’ she said, covering her mouth. ‘Back home we’d be getting ready for bed. Plus you have to admit, it’s been a big couple of days.’
Turner nodded. Sleep did sound good. ‘You’re not wrong there.’
‘I might go and take a bath first though.’
‘A bath?’ Turner poked his head in the shack. There were two low beds, two chairs and a table, but no bath.
‘In the stream. It won’t be cold. You only have to think of it being warm and it will be.’
‘Oh. Don’t know if I need a bath just yet, but my clothes sure do. Can I wash them in the stream?’
Ember walked to the edge of the water and ran her hand through it. ‘Sure. Then just hang them over the edge of our little wooden cave there. They’ll dry by the time we wake, and if not, I’ll help them along.’ She held up her hands and wiggled her fingers.
Turner imagined himself beside the stream washing all of his clothes. Hmm. ‘Ah, we might need some dressing gowns, you know, bath robes or something.’
Ember stood up. ‘Check the end of the beds.’
Turner walked into the little hut. The furniture was all made roughly of wood, Robinson Crusoe style. There on the end of each bed was a pile of folded material. He was sure they hadn’t been there when he looked in a minute ago. Stepping over to the closest bed, he picked up the pile. There was a towel, a dressing gown, and amazingly, some underwear. And all of it made from a heavy off-white cotton or hemp material.
‘They made me new underwear!’ Turner yelled over his shoulder.
Ember came into the hut and sat down on the other bed. ‘They must have heard you thinking about it.’ She stood up, taking the dressing gown and towel from the end of her bed. ‘I’m going for my bath. More of a swim really.’ She looked at him and then down at the towel. ‘Sure you don’t want to join me?’
The old Turner, from a few days ago, probably would have reddened, and stammered out a quick ‘no thanks.’ But the new Turner, as he was thinking of himself, smiled and looked Ember right in the eye. ‘I’d like that actually. Let’s go.’
A stone’s throw downstream the water ran quickly over a row of boulders creating a small waterfall. A large, deep pool had formed in front of the falling water. Turner and Ember stood beside the pool, both quiet. Turner wasn’t sure, but he thought Ember was probably thinking the same thing he was.
‘Swim in our underwear or …’
Ember didn’t take her eyes off the water. ‘Well, underwear this time? At least at first?’
Now the uncomfortable decision had been made, Turner quickly stripped off his t-shirt, jeans, socks and shoes. To give Ember some privacy he headed straight into the water. It was cold at first, but started to warm up as he stood there. ‘Thank you,’ Turner said to the trees.
Turner heard Ember enter the water behind him and turned around. He was unprepared for what he saw. She was only wearing her black, lacy underwear, and held back her hair as she manoeuvred around some stones. She really was gorgeous. He loved the way she looked: toned, sensual and graceful.
Ember looked up, saw his appeasing gaze and blushed slightly. Turner couldn’t help himself. ‘You’re beautiful, Ember. Really.’
Ember joined him in the waist high water. She grabbed his arm as she half tripped on a sunken rock. Her gaze followed the muscles of his arm to his chest. ‘You’re not too bad yourself.’ Her voice low, almost washed away by the sound of the falls.
‘You were right about the True making the water warm, it’s like a huge natural spa bath,’ said Turner. 
He raised his arms high and let himself fall backwards. The warm water enveloped him and he could feel the power of the True in its embrace. He swam to the centre of the pool where the water was up to his neck. Ember surfaced next to him laughing, her dark red hair even darker wet. She was about a head shorter than Turner and couldn’t find footing in the deeper part of the pool, so treaded water for a moment before placing her hands on Turner’s shoulders. She was still blinking water from her eyes, and her wet hair was plastered down one side of her face, but Turner thought he’d never seen anything more beautiful in his life. He placed his hands on her hips, and as they looked into each other’s eyes, their smiles disappeared. Turner pulled Ember to him and she wrapped her arms around his neck. They kissed. It was long, wet from the water, and for Turner, breathtaking. Going by Ember’s aura which now radiated outwards like a massive solar flare, it was more than good for her as well. 
Pulling back, Ember searched Turner’s eyes and said, ‘I feel like I’ve been waiting for that my whole life.’
Turner was so full of intense energy he laughed like a mad man and hoisted Ember out of the water. She whooped as she came down, grabbed his shoulders once again, and pulled him under with her. 
Then, beneath the waters of a magic pool, in the heart of a shadow world, they kissed again, tumbling over and over.
*
The wholeness, potency and music of creation turned within a leaf. 
Turner was a starlit ball of energy, his body gone, his mind and soul one. He was surrounded, subsumed within the endless forest of the True. He was a scintillating orb of stars, each one aware of its surroundings. He could sense himself, the forest of the shadow world and … something else. 
It was Ember. 
The glowing forest all around them, a gleaming river, engulfing, pulling them together.
Whiteness blazed, an eruption of primal power. Turner and Ember spun, out of control, swept away up and away. Their their atoms an endless expanding universe, pushing outwards, swirling into new galaxies. Ember surrounded him, was within him, and he in her. They danced with each other’s souls, merged and flew apart, only to collide again in a supernova of music, incandescence and joy. 
And then, all momentum expended, they fell back in, shooting, faster and faster, to a pinpoint of light. A pinpoint holding all of the shadow world. 
Turner was the True and also Ember. The light, the pulse, the fullness of life enveloped them both and they saw their true selves. Their True selves. All impurities blown away. Raw. Fire and spirit.
In that moment Turner and Ember ceased to exist. 
There was only one, and the one was True.
*
Turner woke. He was in the hut again. The same light streamed through the roots and leaves of its construction. He listened to the silence of the forest for a moment. The complete lack of animal sounds should have been unnerving, but he found a strong peacefulness in just the faint sounds of water and wind. 
He frowned slightly as he remembered the dream he’d had. He turned his head and saw Ember staring at him from the other bed. She smiled.
‘I had the most intense dream,’ said Turner, ‘I was part of the True and you were there.’
Ember sat up and stretched. She was wearing a bone coloured nightdress the True had made. Turner let his gaze wander down her arms to her legs. 
‘I think it was more than a dream, Turner.’
Turner flopped back and stared at the rough roof. ‘Wow. I remember … you and I … part of the forest … everything within us …’
Ember stood, then bent down and gave Turner a soft kiss. ‘It was almost like a Binding. I feel so close to you right now.’
Turner ran his hand up her arm. ‘Me too.’
Ember sat down on his bed. She placed her hand on his face and Turner thought she was about to say something when a voice whispered in his mind, ‘The Gathering has begun. Follow, if you please.’
Ember turned and Turner looked around her to see the ghost elf from yesterday floating outside the doorway.
Ember turned back to Turner. ‘This is not something many people have ever witnessed. We should go.’
‘Of course. As long as it doesn’t involve hideous hell creatures, I’m all for new experiences.’
Turner rose, and ducked slightly through the doorway. The True spirit now hovered a few feet off the ground on the other side of the stream. Turner’s clothes were draped over a few horizontal roots which made up their hut. He felt them. The t-shirt and underwear were dry but his jeans were still slightly damp. He shrugged. He would have liked to watch Ember use her powers to dry the jeans, but knew the True spirit was waiting, so he pulled them on over his True-made underwear. 
Without turning around, he asked, ‘Are you decent?’ He wanted to give her some privacy and knew the roughly built hut had as many holes as not. 
Ember came out of the hut combing her hair with a large wooden comb. ‘I am now.’ She held out the comb. ‘Wished for it and it was there. Want to use it? You’re hair’s kind of scruffy.’
Turner shook his head. ‘Nah. Combs don’t work on my hair. Too kinky.’
Ember smiled. ‘Kinky?’
Turner laughed. ‘I mean wavy, with a mind of its own. I keep it short then just do this …’ At the edge of the stream he wet his hands. He then ran his hands through his hair and ruffled them around, before pulling his hands from his forehead to the back of his head. He knew from experience his short curls were tamed and flat—at least for the time being.
Ember laughed, ‘I never knew men had it so easy.’
‘This way please,’ said the True spirit, and it floated across the stream towards them and then up into the forest.
Ember held out her hand. ‘Let’s go.’
The True spirit bobbed along a little way ahead, leading them down a wide avenue between the giant trees. Turner was just thinking how nice it would be if he and Ember could stay here for longer than a few days, when she pointed ahead. In the distance the trees ended and Turner could make out a small hill or mound glowing like gold in the distance. As they got closer, Turner could see one large tree on top of the mound. But this was no ordinary True tree; it was an immense, mighty oak. And it was old. Its size, thick foliage and twisted, gnarly trunk attested to its age.
Around the tree were hundreds of the hovering, shimmering forms of the True.
‘What is this place?’ asked Turner.
The True answered in his head, ‘It’s is a Gathering place. We meet here to create the power of the True. The life-giving power which flows through to your world. We call this place a knot.’
‘Like in a tree?’
‘No,’ came the ethereal voice, ‘as in a net. There are many knots here in the True. All connected. So they form something like a giant net. It’s how we gather our power.’
The spirit halted at the base of the large mound. Turner and Ember stopped beside it. One by one the glowing spirits around the tree vanished until there were only six left.
‘Where did they go?’ asked Ember.
‘We cannot create the power by all being in the same place. We distribute ourselves around our world. Six to each knot. Thousands of knots, all connected, gathering power from the forest around them and feeding into the net.’
Turner saw it in his mind, as clear as day. ‘Like distributed computing! Or like the internet. Wow, of course. The combined power of many nodes is stronger than one large one.’
‘You’re such a geek, Turner,’ said Ember.
‘Of course I am,’ said Turner. ‘And now I’m a super geek. No, a mega geek. Or, an ultra …’
‘Yeah, yeah, I get the idea.’ Ember shook her head and laughed. ‘Cough. Geek.’ 
Once again the voice in their heads: ‘The Gathering has begun.’
Beams of nebulous light streamed out across the top of the forest to the tree on the mound, while the six spirits began circling the tree, faster and faster. And still faster they spun, joining together until they were just one loop of pulsating brilliance. A shaft of gold light sprang up from the spinning spirits and the tree, a huge spotlight, blazing and potent. Turner and Ember covered their eyes from the glare. 
Turner could feel the power all around him; his atoms quivered in response. He felt like he had when he’d been surrounded by the sisters and had helped dispel the Scathers. He felt huge, like he could move the Earth with just a breath, grab stars with his bare hands, smash them together, and forge new star systems with their substance. He turned to Ember and saw her looking at him, astonishment in her eyes.
‘Turner! Your aura. Oh my God!’
Turner couldn’t see his own aura, but he imagined what it must look like. All at once this immense power became too much to contain and he felt it blast out of him and into the sky, joining the gathered power of the True. Turner raised his hands, tipped his head back and let out a long, crazed laugh.
The outpouring of energy lasted only a dozen heartbeats and then, without notice, it was over. The power from the tree, from the ring of spirits and from Turner ended as if a switch had been thrown. Turner lowered his hands and looked around, slightly disoriented. He was just Turner again. Back to normal. For a moment he’d been everything … for a moment he’d been a god. For just one moment he’d been home.
‘Yes,’ said the spirit next to him. ‘You were, Turner. You were once again one with the True.’
Understanding flowed through Turner like molten metal. After what he’d just been through, every cell in his body understood. ‘Oh. Of course.’
‘What?’ said Ember. ‘Of course, what?’
Turner smiled at Ember. Surely she knew? Surely the Vordenes would know? ‘You know why my aura is so powerful here? Why I was able to join in their Gathering?’
Ember frowned. Shook her head.
‘This is where I come from, Ember. Where the Ring spirit in me came from.’
Ember still frowned. Did she really not understand?
Turner indicated the mound, the forest. ‘Ember. The True. The True is where your spirit animals come from. Where all the Vordene’s Rings come from. And I’m pretty sure where we come back to when we die in the human world.’
‘Yes,’ agreed the True spirit.
Ember’s eyes were wide. Her mouth was open. Finally she said, ‘I … we … how? How didn’t we know this?’ She grabbed Turner’s shoulders. ‘Oh my God, Turner! You! You are the True!’
Once again that one word in their heads: ‘Yes.’
Ember turned to the spirit. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’
The spirit elf smiled serenely. ‘We cannot share this with you, Vordene. With this knowledge the Vordenes would try to tap the True for their own Rings. They would seek to create their own perfect Rings. This is possible but not the way the True works. Your Rings must arrive naturally. This is a dangerous knowledge you cannot have.’
‘But I know now.’
‘It is not knowledge you will keep, Ember. You will not remember it on your return. Away from the True the knowledge will be locked away in your mind.’
Ember didn’t say anything. She sat down on the grass and hugged her knees. Turner sat down next to her and put his arm around her.
‘You OK? It doesn’t really change anything does it?’
Ember shook her head. ‘I guess not. It’s just big you know? Like finding out about Santa Claus. It’s kind of …’ She stopped, sprang to her feet and faced the spirit. ‘If Turner comes from the True, how about the Vordene? Do we?’
‘Oh, Fire One, look within you. You know your home. No shadow world for the fundamental elements of life. You are a child of Mother Earth. How could you be anything else?’
Ember’s nodded slowly. ‘Of course. Of course.’ She turned to Turner. ‘I got carried away there for a second. I wouldn’t want to be from anywhere else of course. Gaia is us as we are Gaia.’
Turner looked up at the lone tree, at the cloudless blue of the sky, turned and took a step toward the endless forest of the True. 
His home.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
TURNER
AND EMBER strolled back to their hut by the stream. Neither said a word until they stood again on the bank. The murmur of the stream and their breaths the only sounds.
‘So,’ said Turner. ‘If this is where the Rings come from, where did the Turner part of me come from? This ...’ He pulled the skin of his forearm.
‘I don’t know,’ said Ember, breaking a twig into small pieces and throwing them into the stream. ‘Maybe Chloe would know. Or Mother Torhild. I imagine the normal Rings, the spirit animals, come from here almost as is. Except, the type of animal they are gets decided somehow along the way, or maybe from the combined wishing of the particular Vordene.’
‘But I must have been inhabited by a True spirit at some point. I’m just wondering when. When I was born? When I was young? When I left London?’
The voice of the True in his head said, ‘You were born with the seed, Turner. It has lain dormant all of your life. It was brought to life when you met with the Fire One: Ember.’
‘Ah,’ said Turner. ‘Did you hear that, Em?’
Ember was watching a broken piece of twig float down the stream. Her hand went to the seed pendant around her neck.
‘Em?’
Her voice was soft. ‘We have to go back,’ she said.
‘To the tree on the mound?’
She looked at him then. To Turner she looked hurt and angry. ‘No. Home. Back to Wickerwell.’
‘Oh. But why are you mad?’
Ember threw the rest of the twig into the stream. ‘Because I don’t want to leave. We … you and I were just starting to … I don’t know.’
Turner took her arm and pulled her into his embrace. ‘We are past starting, Em. Way past starting.’
Her head on his shoulder, Ember said, ‘Thank you.’ Turner felt her hand move to her neck. ‘We need to go. Chloe’s calling. I think it’s urgent.’
‘O,’ said Turner in the True.
*
‘K,’ said Turner next to the Wickerwell spring. They were back. It seemed to be early morning here.
‘Oh my God!’ said Ember pointing to the manor house.
Turner turned and saw … what? He wasn’t sure. Mayhem. Destruction. War. The manor house was on fire. The sky was churning with hundreds of Scathers. The four sisters stood together near the shattered remains of the sunroom, back to back, firing bolts of blue and silver energy at the screeching monsters.
Ember sprinted towards the house. Turner followed, catching up with her at the stone steps. 
‘Ember! Turner!’ yelled Celeste holding out her hand.
Turner paused at the top of the steps. The Scathers. Couldn’t the girls see?
Ember had joined her sisters. ‘Turner!’
Turner smiled at her and crossed his arms. Ember’s look of surprise and outrage was one Turner knew he would treasure forever.
He stared at the Scathers. This time he knew what to do. Replenished from his time in the True, he felt overbrimming with power. 
‘Turner!’ The girls were still firing balls of light and fire into the circling Scathers. 
Turner held up one finger. One moment please. Amid the pandemonium of the explosions, the screeching Scathers and the burning house, Turner felt nothing but utter calm. He raised his fist to the sky. He opened his fingers. He threw the word at them. LEAVE!
And they were gone.
The girls stopped their fight. All turned to Turner. Turner shrugged. ‘They weren’t real, just like like the ones in the field. Except for the sound—that was new.’ He was pleased at the look of uncertainty and awe on the sisters’ faces.
Turner enjoyed the feeling of satisfaction that using his powers gave him. It must have shown on his face though, because Ember placed a hand on his arm and said, ‘Good job. Just don’t get cocky, huh?’
Turner nodded. She was right of course. The girls had grown up with these sort of powers. More than anyone they understood about the perils of arrogance and boasting. He’d try and cut down on the swollen-headed wanker stuff.
There was a loud crash nearby, and the group turned towards the burning house. 
‘Our house!’ cried Skye.
Brooke stepped forward, raised her arms and a torrent of rain poured from the sky. 
‘It’s not putting the fire out inside!’ yelled Chloe pointing to the upstairs windows, from which flames still erupted.
Turner had a thought. ‘Skye! Grow a dome over the house. No air in it, though!’
The other’s looked at him strangely, but Skye’s face lit up with understanding. She raised her joined hands towards the house and spread them slowly apart. After a few second, the flames started to dwindle but then flared up again. Skye’s shoulders shook under the strain.
‘Can’t hold …’
Turner stepped up and placed his hand on her shoulder. The effect was immediate; Skye’s mouth opened in shock. Her invisible shield became visible, shot through with glowing ice-like lines, and the flames were extinguished.
Turner couldn’t see any fire in the house. He nodded at Skye and she brought her hands together again. 
‘Wow,’ she said. She turned to Turner and embraced him for a moment. ‘Wow!’
The smell from the smouldering house was terrible. The windows were blown out and the inside looked black and destroyed. Turner thought of Ember’s lovely bedroom, and his heart sank. Now the not-Scathers had gone, the sound of beams and perhaps even walls, collapsing could be heard.
‘It’s gone,’ said Chloe.
‘At least it’s mostly standing,’ said Celeste.
‘No,’ said Chloe. She pointed away to their left. ‘It’s gone.’
Turner turned with the others. He heard them gasp, but wasn’t sure what was supposed to be missing.
‘The chapel. Aunt Lani. Gone,’ said Skye in a tiny voice.
It was then Turner saw beyond the stone wall, behind the low trees, what he was sure was a pit. A huge, dark pit.
*
Forgetting the smouldering house, the five sisters and Turner rushed to where the chapel had been. The pit began just a few feet from the stone wall that ran beside the small building. Just like the pit that had swallowed the car, heat and acrid air rose from it. And, just like the one that had eaten number 8 Chaucer Street, this hole was huge, and the whole chapel had disappeared into it. Its sides were sheer dirt walls going down into blackness. Turner had visions of the chapel building tumbling end over end, forever downwards.
Skye and Chloe were openly crying. Ember held tight to Turner’s arm.
‘She’s gone. Oh my God. We’ve lost our last mother,’ said Brooke. Skye cried harder.
A large piece of dirt from the edge of the pit fell away into the darkness. Just for a second Turner thought he saw a flash of light down there.
‘We should move away,’ said Celeste. ‘It’s not safe.’
Chloe picked up a large stone. ‘Hang on a sec,’ she said, and threw the stone into the pit. Once again the flash of light.
‘What’s that flash?’ asked Turner.
As everyone moved back through the gap in the wall Chloe said, ‘I don’t think that pit is all it’s made out to be. Or as deep as it seems.’
‘Trust an earth elemental to guess at the truth,’ came a new voice.
Everybody stopped. A stunning woman stood next to one of the stone lions, the same one in which Turner had seen the glowing eyes. She wore a gown, like something out of a Greek painting. Her hair was long, golden, and blew in languid waves behind her, although there was no wind to make it so.
‘She’s wearing a fell,’ said Chloe.
‘Did you do this?’ Celeste asked the woman, indicating the house and pit with a wave of her hand.
The woman’s eyes narrowed. ‘Of course we did, you naive little thing.’
‘Turner! Freeze her!’ said Celeste.
But before Turner could even raise his hand the woman disappeared into the ground. To Turner it looked as if a hole had opened beneath her feet and she had simply fallen into it.
‘Your Aunt,’ came a voice from behind them. 
The group twirled around to face the woman who had appeared over near the wall. Once again Turner raised his hand, but once again the woman fell into the earth. This time the girls and Turner didn’t wait, they turned around quickly to discover the woman back at her original spot. Turner raised his hand again.
‘Your Aunt is alive,’ said the woman. ‘Harm us in any way. In any way … and we will kill her.’
‘Wait Turner,’ said Celeste, placing her hand on Turner’s arm. Turner lowered his hand reluctantly. He didn’t like this situation at all, and had been relishing using his freezing power on this strange woman.
‘What do you want?’ asked Chloe.
The woman with the impossible hair smiled. ‘Ah … not, “Where is she?” Or, “bring her back now.” This one is not so naive it seems. What do we want?’ She spread her hands wide. ‘Power. Isn’t that what any of us wants, really?’
For a few heartbeats nobody spoke, and then Skye said, ‘Who are you?’
‘We, my dear, are the Cardiff Vordene.’
‘What?’ said Celeste. ‘There is no Vordene at Cardiff. All five women were lost almost a year ago in a Scather attack.’
The woman’s eyes smouldered yellow for a moment, making one or two of the girls to take a step back. ‘Yes, we were lost. And no one, no one, came to save us.’ The woman’s face was savage, her teeth bared, her fists clenched. ‘We fought the Scathers but they enveloped us. And then we fell. Fell down the Scathers’ gate into the Grimshade. The Scathers surrounding us became part of us. We don’t remember much, and slowly over days, or months, our minds returned, but we were trapped. We couldn’t move around the Grimshade as the Scathers still saw us as foreign. We had no way to return, until she …’ The woman pointed at Brooke. Brooke’s face went white and she shook her head. ‘She contacted us and left us a trail to follow, out of our cave, back up and out of the Grimshade.’
The girls turned to Brooke. ‘What’s she talking about, Brooke? Did you do something?’ asked Celeste.
Brooke still shook her head. She looked from girl to girl as if afraid they were going to attack her. ‘I … didn’t … I just wanted …’
‘What? What did you want, Brooke?’ asked Ember.
Brooke turned on Ember, her face fierce. ‘I wanted to frighten your bloody boyfriend, that’s all. Send a few Scathers after him. Scare him off. Away from us. So I sent a tendril into the Grimshade, but I hit something … not Scathers.’ Tears fell down her face, and she fell to her knees. ‘I didn’t know.’
‘What? How could …’
Ember was cut off by a laugh from the woman. ‘Pretty petty girls. Thanks to the Water One we can …’
‘Wait. You keep saying we. There’s only one of you,’ said Chloe.
The woman laughed again. ‘Oh, you want to see us do you?’
She flung out her arms, the fell lifted and a monster stood before the group. 
One or two of the girls screamed, and Turner immediately felt like vomiting. Before them stood a horrendous twisted mass of five women’s bodies, black and oily like Scathers, twisting and slithering around each other. Arms, legs, faces and torsos coalesced in a disgusting, writhing mess. The clump of bodies stood on three or four legs at a time, one leg occasionally disappearing into the assemblage, to be replaced by another a moment later.
For Turner, the most horrible thing of all was the look on the faces. Each looked like it was in the middle of a harrowing, pain-filled scream.
Turner couldn’t tear his gaze from the spectacle of living death. Beside him one of the girls sobbed ‘No, no, no.’ Over and over. Turner blinked. And just like that, the woman was back. Or more precisely he thought, the monster’s fell was back on.
‘Do you …’ Celeste’s voice cracked. ‘Do you want us to help you?’
‘Help? Help?’ screeched the woman. ‘We don’t want your help. Or your pathetic pity. We want him!’ She pointed at Turner. ‘Your precious Ellring. As soon as we rose from the Grimshade we felt his presence. We knew then how we to get what we really want.’
‘Which is?’ asked Celeste.
‘Power! In the middle of the Grimshade is a column of pure dark power. It creates all of the Scathers, and emits all the evil power of the Grimshade. We want that power. Imagine what we could become! But we can’t get close enough, there are too many Scathers around it, protecting it. Even though we are mostly Scather ourselves, they still attack us. But with the power of an Ellring …’
‘The Scathers would fly away and scatter,’ said Turner.
The woman’s eyes were glowing steadily now. ‘Yes! Exactly.’
Turner realised what was happening. ‘Oh I see. It’s me for Aunt Lani, right?’
The woman’s voice was deeper now. ‘Clever little Ellring.’
Celeste took a step forward. ‘Of course Turner is not going with you. You’re probably the reason he’s an Ellring at all. You. You’re the apocalypse. And we know Aunt Lani would rather die, than let loose an evil onto the Earth.’
Turner felt things were about to get out of hand. What to do? The girls wouldn’t let him go. He had no intention of helping this monster in any way. But if she didn’t get what she wanted, Aunt Lani would die. And if they battled the monster, some or all of the girls might as well. If only he could get to Aunt Lani. It would nullify the monster woman’s hold on the group. If he could … Ah! Of course!
Turner turned to Ember. He embraced her and gave her a quick kiss. ‘Thank you. For everything.’
Ember frowned. ‘Turner?’
Turner didn’t want to stop and talk. Now he had made the decision he didn’t even want to think about it. If he was wrong he was dead, but he knew he wasn’t. He ran towards the pit.
‘Turner!’ came Ember’s scream.
Turner reached the low stone wall. He didn’t hesitate. He leapt the wall without touching it, and jumped straight into the stinking pit beyond. He flung out his arms, looked into an endless blackness, and hoped with all his heart it wouldn’t hurt.
*
Ember saw Turner run towards the pit. What the hell was he doing? ‘Turner!’ She started forward but felt as if she were running in treacle, her hands reaching out, her sisters’ heads all turning in slow motion. By the time she made it to the pit, mere seconds later, Turner was gone.
Afraid she would fall, she staggered back, and grasped at the stone wall, her gaze all the while on the deep emptiness. ‘No.’
From behind her, the same word, screamed: ‘Noooo!’ Ember didn’t even look around. Why would he do that? Did he sacrifice himself? How could she … they … carry on without him?
‘No. No. No,’ she cried. Tears ran from her tightly squeezed eyes.
A hand on her shoulder. ‘Ember.’ She didn’t know or care who it was. ‘Ember. Listen to me.’
It was Chloe. Without turning, Ember replied, ‘What?’
‘Can you feel him?’
This time Ember looked at her sister. ‘What?’
‘Reach out, Em,’ said Chloe softly. ‘Can you feel him?’
Ember blinked. As soon as she thought about the connection she and Turner shared, she knew. She knew. He was alive! And he was feeling … surprised?
Ember sniffed, and embraced Chloe. ‘Yes! He’s alive, Chloe! Oh my God. How did you know?’
‘The flash of light whenever anything was thrown into the pit. It’s not really a pit at all. It’s like the wells, or really, more like the Scather gates. It’s a transporter.’
Over Chloe’s shoulder, Ember saw Celeste, Skye … and Brooke. 
‘The monster woman disappeared down one of her holes,’ said Celeste.
Ember didn’t care about the monster woman at the moment — she couldn’t tear her gaze from Brooke, who was still on her knees. Ember’s heart raced. How could Brooke bring this … thing … into the world? And now Turner was gone, and Aunt Lani. Sparks danced around Ember’s fingertips, her rage grew, and without thinking she raised her hands to send a fireball at Brooke. 
‘No!’ shouted Chloe and Celeste together as they grabbed Ember. 
‘Stop it, Em! Stop it!’ yelled Celeste in her face. 
After a moment, Ember focused on her sister and realised what she had been about to do. She began to cry. She lowered her arms and the sparks died away. Celeste embraced her. Chloe and Skye stepped in and wrapped their arms around the other two.
‘I’m sorry, Ember,’ Brooke sobbed from over on the lawn. The four girls turned to look at her. Tears still fell and her face was torn by grief. ‘I’m so, so sorry.’
Ember turned her face away from Brooke. She wasn’t going to forgive her sister that easily. She stepped away from her sisters, and looked at the pit again. ‘Turner. Aunt Lani.’
‘We should follow Turner’s example. Go and help.’ Chloe indicated the pit.
Skye’s eyes went wide. ‘I’m not going down there! Instant death? No way!’
Ember felt a nervous tingle right through her body. ‘Turner went, Skye, and he’s still alive. We have to go. We have to jump. All together, holding hands. The Vordene.’
Celeste frowned. ‘I’m not sure. Chloe?’
‘I’m sure it’s fine. I think inanimate objects like rocks and houses are zapped away, people just pop out the other end. It’s just like travelling by well. Turner just figured it out before we did. He’s gone to rescue Aunt Lani.’
Brooke stepped up behind the others. ‘You can’t do it without me.’
Nobody spoke, but Celeste held out her hand and grasped Brooke’s. ‘Well, what are we waiting for?’
Yes! Ember grabbed the hands of her nearest sisters and pulled them all to the pit.
‘No!’ yelled Skye. ‘Wait! Shouldn’t we—’ But she was cut short as the combined rush of the girls sent them all over the edge.
The five sisters fell. Ember winced. Bloody hell, Skye had a loud scream!
*
Turner stopped yelling as soon as he realised he was no longer falling. Instead, he lay spread-eagled on a dusty floor. He stood, dusted himself off and looked from the floor to the ceiling. After his recent travels to the True and back, he thought he had a handle on these magic transporters, but he had no idea why he had just appeared on the floor instead of falling from the top of the room. He sniffed. The rancid odour of the pit had followed him through, but it was insipid and already seemed to be fading.
He appeared to be in an old school, or office building. The room was completely devoid of furniture or fittings. A dusty skin coated the walls, their dull green paint cracked and peeling. The light fixtures had been torn from the ceiling, leaving dangling wires and ugly holes. Drifts of dirt, rubbish and dust clustered against the walls. The windows were mostly still intact but frosted over with dirt. But Turner he could tell it was daytime here, wherever here was, by the diffused and sallow light that leaked into the room through the old glass. 
He wrinkled his nose. This place felt wrong. There was a deadness, a hollowness in the air, tinged with the smell of dust and mould. It felt like a shroud covered the place, and if pulled aside would reveal death, tombs and skulls. 
As if in answer to this thought, Turner noticed a pile of old rags in one corner. There was something … His stomach clenched. He walked slowly over to the corner in small jerking motions, not wanting to see. Of course it wasn’t a pile of rags, he knew it wouldn’t be. Turner could see a hand, stiff and grey, covered in dust, and now a foot missing its shoe. Turner started to shake, his throat contracted. A broken arm covered the head, but Turner could make out enough to see—it was old Mr Holt. His neck had been snapped, and his head twisted 180 degrees. A bloody smear and broken indentation on the wall above the body suggested the poor man had been tossed into the corner with some force.
This was the first dead body Turner had ever seen. He felt sick and empty, and his shaking wouldn’t stop. He turned away and stared at the window. He knew deep down he was not responsible for Mr Holt's death, but he still felt guilty. If it weren’t for him being the Ellring, Mr Holt would still be alive now, at home with Carl.
He swallowed hard, and remembered why he was here: to find Aunt Lani. He strode across the room. The doors, which opened with a harsh creak, led to a wide corridor. He was still thinking it was an abandoned school, ready for the wrecker’s ball, when he noticed an old sign on the wall. The words underneath an arrow were ‘Pathology, Nutrition & Dietetics’ and beneath that, ‘Patholeg, Maetheg a Dieteteg.’  Ah, bilingual. He was in a hospital. In Wales.
A soft thump came from somewhere to his right. He had no idea where to look, so trotted off in the direction of the sound. A couple of old metal hospital trollies were tipped over against the wall. He pulled them across the corridor making a rough barrier. Not much, but he might hear if someone was following him. He strode further down the hallway, his footfalls echoing off the smooth walls, and peered into every doorway, but they were mostly small office type rooms, all of them empty and dark. 
He had just reached a junction in the corridor, when a loud screech echoed through the old building. ‘Where are you, you horrid thing?!’
Stop talking about yourself that way, Witchypoo, Turner thought. He turned left into a corridor, which according to another sign, was a wing of wards. Turner’s hand tapped his thigh. He had to find Aunt Lani and get her out of here. Perhaps he, Aunt Lani and the whole Wickerwell Vordene could hide out in the True for a while? It wouldn’t be running away, would it? 
A crash from behind. Ha, she’d found his sophisticated trap, huh?
Turner sped up, but took long enough to check each ward as he passed. The large rooms were mostly empty except for scattered old metal bed frames, some on their side or upside down. Clumps of rubbish and dirt hugged the skirting boards.
Another loud sound from behind him. An explosion? He looked back over his shoulder. The corridor was empty. The horrible woman hadn’t turned the corner yet. 
In the fifth ward room Turner saw her—Aunt Lani! He burst into the room and ran to her side. She lay on a bed and old mattress. Long strips of old bedding tied her wrists and ankles to the metal frame. Another piece of dirty cloth bound her mouth tightly. Although breathing, she seemed to be in a deep sleep or unconscious.
He shook the large woman’s shoulder. ‘Aunt Lani, wake up. Wake up!’ Please wake up. Lani’s eyes opened slowly, and Turner exhaled in a huge gush. Thank God. She blinked once or twice and her eyes opened in surprise.
‘Hang on. I’ll get you untied.’ Turner tried to loosen one of the large knots, but the cloth had been pulled tight, and he couldn’t gain access. The knot refused to budge. A loud whump came from somewhere in the building. What was that? The monster woman? Aunt Lani’s eyes were wide, and she kept shaking her head.
Turner yanked at the lashing trying to rip it. Nothing. He looked around frantically. There, in the corner! A broken dinner plate. He snatched it up and began to saw at the material. He was breathing heavily now. Come on! Almost there. The lashing fell away. Finally! Her feet were still tied, but he’d get to that in a moment. First he pulled down her gag.
‘Dear boy! Run!’
‘What …’ Another loud explosion. This one closer. The thump made the whole room jump slightly. Dust fell from the ceiling. Turner turned towards the door. Why would the monster woman be blowing things up?
Turner turned back to Lani; she looked distressed, terrified. Her voice croaked, ‘The girls …’
They had followed him. Damn! In his rush he hadn’t even felt them. Another thump. He looked back at Lani’s tied legs.
‘I’ll take care of it boy. Go!’
Needles of energy spiked through Turner. He had to get to them. He sprinted from the room, and skidded to a halt on the linoleum. There! They were back at the corridor T-intersection blasting white lightning and fireballs at the monster woman, who had dropped her fell and revealed her true self: a massive, black, multi-bodied creature. Orbs of power flew at the monster, but it seemed to be just batting them back to the girls. 
‘Yours! Yours! Yours!’ the monster screeched. The shots of energy hurtled back at the sisters and exploded. No! Turner gasped. But they were unhurt. Celeste had some sort of force field around them.
Turner raised his hands. He’d freeze the monster. He couldn’t think of anything else as he hadn’t been Ellring long enough to discover if he had any other powers. 
‘Turner!’ Brooke had seen him and pointed in his direction. 
The monster turned. It was now or never. ‘Freeze!’ yelled Turner, and released his power.
But instead of freezing, the oily black abomination laughed, twirled quickly as it raised some of its hands at the sisters. It was the girls who stopped moving. The monster had deflected Turner’s power onto them. Celeste was caught with her hands half raised. Chloe and Brooke were both frozen as they crouched ready to help hurl more power balls. Skye was pointing at the monster woman, and Ember was stopped with her hand up and an expression Turner knew well now; one of fiery wrath.
As soon as he’d seen the girls immobilised he raised his hands again, but the beast was too quick. Turner felt a huge blow to his chest, which hurled him backwards onto on a pile of old metal trollies. He hit hard and skidded with them back down the corridor, and only halted when he slammed into a wall. He lay still for a moment unsure of what had happened. His whole body was racked with pain. He’d hit his head, as blood was running into his eye, and by the feel of it he’d broken his left arm. He became aware of a searing agony in his side. He turned his head painfully, and saw a thin metal rod about a foot long had skewered through his torso, just above his right pelvis. Dark blood spread rapidly through his shirt and trousers.
The monster woman pounded down the corridor towards him. An ungainly menacing mass of arms, legs and heads. Every time one of her black oily faces appeared, it was sneering.
Turner grit his teeth, and tried to stand. He was an Ellring wasn’t he? He’d be healed in no time right? He rose to one knee but his hand slipped on his own blood. His broken arm unable to stop his fall, he crashed back painfully into the mess of metal. The beast was almost upon him. Turner struggled one more time, threw his arm out, pushed himself up, his eyes shut tight with the agonising pain in his side, the effort making him almost black out.
‘Stop trying,’ said one of the ghastly heads in a fierce, gravelly voice. ‘And don’t think you can heal yourself, Ellring.’ In a blur one of the monster’s feet kicked out and connected with Turner’s broken arm, something snapped and he fell back with a cry of utter agony. 
‘What’s the only thing that can hurt a Ring?’ said the monster.
Turner hardly heard her. His whole being pulsed in a red field of pain. 
The black monstrosity moved back and raised three arms. Two of its heads said at once, ‘Scathers!’ It stepped close to Turner and a new face twisted out from a fold and murmured, ‘And we’re more Scather than Vordene. We can hurt you. We can kill you. Maybe we will. But for now, little boy, you’re coming with us.’
Three or four long clawed hands grasped Turner and lifted him easily. With his head pointing at the floor, he saw a dark hole appear beneath the monster’s feet. Once again, he fell.
*
Ember couldn’t move, but if she could she’d be weeping. She had witnessed Turner tossed like a rag doll, bashed and broken. And oh God, that thing through his side. She had watched as he tried to rise, tried to fight back. She had hoped he would be able to heal himself, but was dismayed to hear the Vordene monster’s words, and to see it kick out and hurt him even more. 
Ember had tried with every ounce of her being to break out of the freezing enchantment to no avail. To be stuck statue-like and see Turner injured and belittled in such a manner battered her senses and tore at her soul. 
And now he was gone.
Minutes passed, but they could have been hours. Being immobilised yet able to hear and see, made even the seconds intolerable lengths of time. She could feel Aunt Lani somewhere near. She was awake, and going by what Ember could pick up, frustrated. But at least she was OK.
Unlike Turner.
Ember thought about what he meant to her. Was she in love? Perhaps. Probably. After their physical and metaphysical bonding in the True they couldn’t have been any closer. But Ember knew who and what she was, and she knew what Turner was. She knew they could never have anything like a normal life together. But … was this all she was going to get? The Wickerwell Vordene had waited their wholes lives for their Ring, and Ember had long ago given up on ever finding love. But now, just when they had finally found these things, it was all snatched away. 
Why had Brooke felt the need to drive Turner away? Ember knew her sister had a massive chip on her shoulder, knew that she was angry at Ember, at the world, and most importantly, herself. But how could she think trying to raise Scathers would be a good thing? Ember knew her sister was sorry, but it was going to take time for Ember to forgive her. None of this would have happened if it hadn’t been for bloody Brooke. And if Turner died, forgiveness would never come.
For now, the one thing which stopped her having a total mental meltdown was she knew he still lived, for she could sense him … faintly. He was alive. Somewhere.
More time passed, a frozen millennium of minutes. And then Aunt Lani appeared in the corridor. Ember had never been so relieved to see her aunt. She was still dressed in her large white nightdress. When she saw the girls at the end of the corridor, she almost ran to them. Inside her head, Ember smiled. Almost ran. This was Aunt Lani. Her run was like a mad bustle, her large bosom bouncing up and down, arms fluttering like chubby wings, and feet hardly on the floor.
‘Girls! Oh my little girls!’ Lani touched their cheeks, and rambled on as she went from one girl to another, ‘You shouldn’t have come. But of course you did. I would have done the same. Probably did in my time. Impetuous. Silly girl. Silly girls. Oh, I’m so sorry. What to do, what to do?’
Ember wanted to scream, ‘Um, try and get us loose!’
As if reading her mind, Lani stepped back and raised her hands. Nothing. With a look of fierce concentration on her face, she tried again. Her cheeks puffed out, she pushed her hands forward. Again, nothing.
Releasing her breath, she lowered her hands. ‘I didn’t really think I could do anything. To turn a powerful enchantment by myself is beyond me I’m afraid. I’m so, so sorry girls.’ Her double chin quivered and she looked as if she were about to cry.
She stood still for a moment, almost frozen herself. ‘Ah! Mother Torhild! If anyone can help, it will be her.’ Lani spoke to Celeste as if expecting an answer. ‘But I’ll need to find a well. Get to Orkney. Bring her back.’ Having made up her mind she started off down the corridor. ‘I’ll be back girls. And we’ll get you unfrozen. I promise!’ she yelled over her shoulder as she scuttled away out of sight.
Ember screamed the words in her mind, ‘No, Aunt Lani! My phone! Use a bloody …’
‘A telephone!’ came Lani’s voice. She scurried back up the corridor until she stood face to face with Ember. ‘One of your little phones. I can ring the old dear, yes?’
Lani patted Ember’s front pockets. ‘Excuse me, dear. Most inappropriate, I know …’
Back pocket, Aunt Lani, back pocket, thought Ember. But her Aunt had moved onto Skye, ducked under the girl’s outstretched arm and pulled out a mobile phone from her pocket.
‘Aha!’ said Aunt Lani, holding the phone up triumphantly. And then peering at the smooth glass surface said, ‘Now, how do I turn it on?’
Oh dear, thought Ember.
Mountains decayed one atom at a time, continents moved and slowly collided as her aunt tried to figure out a piece of twenty-first century technology. Lani sat on the floor in front of the girls, and Ember’s frozen eyes could only make out the top of her aunt’s head, but she heard her muttering to herself. ‘This button has a little telephone on it … do I press it? Hmm … numbers … I don’t know Mother Torhild’s number do I? What’s this little magnifying glass do? Oh! A little typewriter …’
Ember swore if she ever got out of this, she would spend a week teaching her technophobic aunt how to use a mobile phone and a computer.
Finally, her aunt stood up. She held the phone to her ear. ‘I did it! It’s ringing!’ After a few seconds she said, ‘Mother Torhild? It’s Lani here … from the Wickerwell Vordene. Yes. Yes. Very well thank you. Oh. Actually not. Quite the opposite in fact.’ The large woman turned and walked off down the corridor. ‘In a spot of bother really.’ As Lani moved further away, Ember could here less and less of the conversation.
Her Aunt returned a minute later, beaming madly. ‘I did it girls! The High Vordene will be here as soon as possible.’ She spun in a slow circle and indicated the corridor. ‘I didn’t even know where I was. But she knew. She was able to tune in of course.’ Once again she spoke to Celeste, ‘We’re in Cardiff! Wales! When I was tied to that bed I felt sure it was York. I thought it felt damp, you know?’
Ember tuned out. Now possible rescue was at hand, she was thinking about what would come next. Could they get to Turner? Could they stop the monster Vordene? If not, it could be bad. Really bad.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
IT
WAS
THE noise that penetrated Turner’s wakening mind first. A deafening continuous screeching that pierced the ears and slashed at the mind. After some effort Turner opened one eye, the other seemed to be swollen or glued shut with caked blood.
His whole body hurt, so he wasn’t dead. He sat propped against a large boulder. The steel rod still protruded from his side, which strangely, didn’t hurt as much as his broken arm, which throbbed with searing agony. Shattered bone had pierced through a long bloody gash on his forearm. His head throbbed and his mind was cloudy, and he felt as if he could pass out again at any moment. His chalky and dry mouth made swallowing difficult. Every few seconds his shaking body would give an involuntary shudder, and he grit his teeth against the pain.
Finally, his good eye focused on the surroundings. He was in Hell.
He sat atop a hill or large mound. Everything he could see was either red or black. Dark, treeless hills seemed to stretch on forever, and what looked like lava flowed in the valleys between. Turner wasn’t sure if it was his eye or not, but the air seemed to be wavering, like shimmering heat. But he didn’t feel hot. He placed his hand on the black stones next to him. They felt neither hot nor cold. 
The sky—or roof, as it looked almost solid—was a red and grey organic covering, like the intestines of a flayed devil that pulsed as if alive. Against the redness of the sky were the originators of the screeching: Scathers. Clouds of them. Massive, sinuous cords of thousands of Scathers flying head to tail, coiled darkly around the sky. Turner knew now he must be in the Grimshade. It was a waking nightmare. Although he could not feel the heat, he wished his Ellring powers worked on his olfactory senses. The place stank. Something like a combination of burnt flesh and an open sewer. To top it off, Turner’s newly acquired sense of perception was swamped here with an overpowering feeling of heavy dread. 
‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ came a voice from above him. 
Turner craned his neck, which caused another shudder of shooting pain. It was the Vordene monster. It perched above him atop the rock. Every face which appeared and disappeared in its oily folds held a look of awe, almost ecstasy. 
‘To think we fought against all this … now we want to embrace it, envelope it … be enveloped.’
Turner winced. Another shudder.
The monster was positively chatty. One face would talk while one or two others would watch the first in rapt attention. ‘See that dark column in the distance? It’s the Grimshade’s power core. It breeds the evil and spawns the Scathers. That’s where we’re going. We tried once before but the Scathers attacked us, but with you to scare them off, we should be able to gain access.’
Turner let his head fall forward. He wanted to escape into unconsciousness again. No pain, no monster, no hell.
‘Stay with me, Ellring. No slipping away. Here, let us help you stay focused.’ The beast thumped down beside him. A face appeared next to Turner’s. This close its skin seemed to be made of black oily twine. Its eyes were glowing yellow orbs of pus. Its dark, meat-like tongue darted across its lips, and revealed rows of sharp black teeth. Its breath, the stink of putrid carrion. Turner’s stomach convulsed.
It spoke, heavy and guttural, ‘You’ll thank me later.’ 
A swift flash of a clawed hand and the metal rod was torn from his side. All of the agony he’d been through had nothing on this. He felt like he was being ripped in half. He screamed and doubled over in pain. Blood spurted from the wound. He put his hand over it to staunch the flow, but the blood ran through his fingers, over his stomach, into his lap. It was all too much, and Turner felt himself falling into blackness again. Let it come, he thought. Let me die.
*
Still immobilised with her sisters in the hospital corridor, Ember swam in the worry of her mind. By turns she could faintly feel Turner’s confusion, his distress, terror and then pain. When she could no longer feel him in her mind she breathed a sigh of relief. She knew he still he still lived, she could feel that much, but he must have slipped into unconsciousness again.
Voices. Aunt Lani ran past Ember’s field of view. ‘Ladies! Oh thank goodness!’ 
A moment later The High Vordene of Stenness stood in front of the sisters. Ember’s heart leapt. Thank the gods! As far as Ember could tell with her frozen eyes, all five of the High Vordene sisters were here. Aunts Sigrid, Brenna, Erika, Kari and Tyra. Ember was once again struck at the middle-aged women’s beauty and poise. They cut a striking scene in their hooded cloaks.
‘Well, well, well,’ came a voice in a mocking tone. ‘What have the Wickerwells got themselves into?’ Aunt Brenna of course. She was known to look down her nose a bit at younger Vordenes.
‘Brenna!’ This was Aunt Tyra. ‘We’re here to help, not ridicule.’
‘Wasn’t ridicule, Tyra. I was just having a bit of a tease.’ 
Ember didn’t really mind Aunt Brenna’s ribbing; she’d been the same at the girl's initiation. Plus, it was hard to get mad at anyone when they spoke with such a wonderful Scottish accent.
Aunt Sigrid turned to Aunt Lani. ‘So Mother Torhild said you spoke of some sort of monster Vordene? A Scather Vordene?’
‘Yes,’ said Aunt Lani, ringing her hands. ‘It’s truly horrid. It told me it had fallen in the Grimshade. The Scathers merged with the Vordene sisters. They’re all mixed up into one creature.’
‘Oh my stars,’ said Aunt Kari.
Hello? thought Ember.
Aunt Lani continued, ‘It seems she … they … were down there for a long time. A year perhaps.’
‘What that would do to your head!’ said Aunt Tyra.
Ember felt like she would explode. A little help here!
Aunt Brenna turned to the Wickerwell sisters. ‘Yes dears, we can feel your impatience. Sorry to have kept you waiting.’ 
She didn’t look sorry, thought Ember.
‘Can you free the girls?’ asked Aunt Lani. ‘Turn the enchantment? I gave it my best shot but …’
‘We’ll do what we can,’ said Aunt Sigrid. ‘Ladies. Join hands, encircle the girls.’ In a moment Ember was face to face with Aunt Erika who gave her a wink. ‘Now,’ came Sigrid’s voice from behind Ember, ‘I think will this will be like turning a Lost incantation, which we’ve done before, but we’ll be needing the power of Ardent as well. Right, on three, the Song of the Found. One … two … three.’
The five sisters of the High Vordene began to chant. Slowly, the chant grew stronger, almost choir-like. Ember felt as if she were standing on a barren hillside within a rising thunderstorm. Behind Aunt Erika, a ghost-like figure of a huge elk ran past. Ardent! The High Vordene’s Ring. In a moment he was there again. Faster he ran, appearing to Ember every second or so. The chanting became louder. Ardent ran faster, until he was a golden blur, a vapour trail version of himself. The intense power emanating from the High Vordene penetrated Ember. The chant was almost a continuous wail now. 
And then, without warning, Ember and her sisters collapsed to the floor. She could move! She could breathe! 
Skye was lying next to Ember, her face only inches away. ‘I …’ began Skye, her voice a croak. ‘I feel like a sack of potatoes.’
Ember tried to raise herself. Her arms shook with the effort. A hand on her shoulder made her look up. It was Aunt Erika. Warm energy poured into Ember. She lowered herself back to the floor and let it soak in.
‘Hold still, girly. You’ll need to rest for a while. Then, we’ll get you home … to Stenness.’
*
Ember paced up and down an ancient corridor. Like much of Castle Stenness, the corridor was large and high vaulted, and her quick footfalls echoed off the walls. 
The old place was Ember’s birthplace, her first home, and she knew it well. The castle, built in the fourteenth century by past High Vordenes, contained over forty rooms, some of which held nurseries where babies were born by visiting Vordenes, and then raised by carers until their sixth birthday. She remembered how she and her sisters had run up and down this same hallway when they were young, before going to live with the aunts at Wickerwell. It had been a magical place then. Today it felt like a prison.
Once more she stopped in front of the ancient double doors which lead into the High Vordene’s library. What were they doing in there? As soon as all the women had arrived in Stenness, Mother Torhild, Aunt Sigrid, Aunt Tyra, Celeste, Chloe and Aunt Lani had disappeared into the library for an ‘emergency meeting.’ Ember knew why she hadn’t been included; she was too upset over Turner to be of any help. Or as Chloe had put it, ‘too volatile.’
Volatile? If volatile was what it took to get things done, then maybe those older women needed a bit more of it. She wanted to be saving Turner. Right now. She couldn’t believe they would waste even a moment. Ember turned and pounded down the corridor’s length once again. Small sparks from her fingers spat like water in hot oil. Five candles on a sideboard flared into life as she passed. 
Ember was also fuming over Brooke’s betrayal. Luckily for Brooke, Skye had whisked her off to somewhere else in the castle. If it wasn’t for Brooke, none of this would be happening. Ember’s breath came in bursts.
 Ember heard the doors open behind her. It was Celeste, and she wasn’t happy. She stalked over to Ember, her hands clenched and a fierce look on her face.
‘You need to leave,’ said Celeste, her voice subdued and angry.
‘Why? What trouble am I causing out here?’ said Ember.
Celeste breathed out loudly. ‘Lot’s, Em. We can’t think. We can all feel your burning impatience. Your anger. It’s like sitting in front of a radiator set to full rage.’
Ember’s breath quickened. ‘Bloody hell, Celeste! Of course I’m angry. While you ‘level heads’ are in there chatting over tea, Turner is in the Grimshade dying. Dying!’ Tears rolled down Ember’s face.
Celeste embraced her younger sister. ‘Oh, Em. I’m so sorry. Look, we’ll be out in an hour or so, and we’ll announce everything then. OK?’
Ember pushed Celeste away. ‘No, Celeste! What about Turner? We have to do something. He’s our Ring for Christ’s sake!’
Celeste looked back at the door. ‘I’m not sure if I should say anything yet …’
‘Celeste!’
Celeste crossed her arms. ‘OK. Look. From what we’ve already decided we won’t be going after Turner. No rescue. To go into the Grimshade you need the protection of an ice shield from a water or sky elemental, which would only last seconds. The heat is too strong. We could do it if we knew exactly where he was in the Grimshade, but we don’t. We tried coming up with ideas, but nothing can be done, Em. I’m sorry.’
Ember couldn’t believe her sister. Were they just going to sacrifice Turner? How? Why?
She was seething. Celeste put a hand on her sister’s arm. ‘Em, calm down. I can’t do anything about it. He’s our Ring, our Ellring, and if there was any way to save him I’d be there already, but there isn’t. So we have to prepare for the fight of our lives. It’s all we can do. I know you’re upset, but before you do anything rash, go for a walk, have a nap. Just calm down. And please, please, don’t burn anything.’
Burn anything? Ember wanted the whole damn place to explode in flames. And an even more terrifying thought—she wanted to slap her sister. Instead she turned and ran off down the corridor, tears stinging her eyes.
She barrelled down the stone spiral staircase, across the entrance hall, pushed through a group of little girls—future Vordenes—and out into the bitterly cold Northern evening. And still she ran, not caring where she was going. Turner? Turner? Don’t give up, she thought. Please don’t give up.
*
Turner’s train crashed. He tumbled over and over, every bone in his body breaking, shards of glass pierced his body, until finally the rolling stopped, and he lay still. He heard other passengers shrieking, crying for help. The pain was immense, and he wondered when he would die. But somewhere in the torn wreck of the train came a woman’s cry. ‘Turner! Turner! Come on. I need your help! Wake up, Turner!’
‘Ember?’ Turner came back to consciousness slowly. He opened his one good eye, but for a moment it was all a blur. As his vision cleared, he realised he wasn’t in a train wreck—no, it was much worse—he was still in the Grimshade.
Someone shook him. ‘Turner! Come back to me, Turner.’
His eye focused. ‘Ember?’ It was Ember. She’d come to save him! 
Ember looked up at the sky. ‘The Scathers were about to attack. You have to be awake, alright? No blacking out again.’
Turner raised himself up into a sitting position. The sky directly above them was a mass of swirling Scathers, like the inside of a black tornado, but they were leaving, circling like a large flock of birds, and flying away. 
Ember double-checked the sky. ‘They’re leaving. That was close.’ She held out her hand and helped him stand. But he was weak, shaky and spent. His legs almost buckled under him.
Turner went to hug her. ‘Em! I’m so glad …’ 
But instead of the embrace he was expecting, Ember stepped back. ‘No time for that, Turner … dearest, we need to get going.’
What was wrong with her? Turner’s body shook with the effort of standing and he wobbled on weakened legs. His mind felt like porridge, and he found it hard to think clearly. Ember was here. We’re in the Grimshade. We have to leave.
‘Let’s go home, Em,’ he croaked, his throat dry and rough. He reached out his good arm, took a step, but fell to his knees and cried out in pain. Everything hurt. He couldn’t think. His head was bowed, and he stared at the black glassy stones at his knees. He needed to get up. Ember was relying on him. He needed …
‘God damn it you rotten piece of meat! Do we have to carry you?’
He looked up, unsure. His vision swam. Blackness. He squinted through the pain. ‘Ember?’
But it wasn’t Ember. The fell lifted and the Vordene monster stood before him.
‘Emmmber?’ One of its faces mocked. And another, ‘Emmber?’ And a third face twisted into view. ‘Ember?’ Now they all spoke at once, a guttural squawk, ‘Ember? Ember? Emmmmber?’
Turner stared down at the dark rocks. He was tired. Tired of running away, of giving up. He decided then and there he wouldn’t die. He was going to live. Live so he could personally destroy this hateful creature. 
Iron-like hands grasped at his arms and legs and lifted him. Two or three of the monsters arms held Turner roughly against the ropey texture of its body. It oozed a disgusting oily sweat, stinking of shit and rancid meat. Turner didn’t struggle; he had no energy left. And although the monster’s grip on his broken arm was excruciating, he gritted his teeth and did not cry out. No more crying out. No more wanting to die. Whatever happened now he decided, he was going to get through it and get back to Ember. 
The monster began to march down the rocky hill, dislodging glossy stones in small avalanches. The uneven gait tossed Turner around like a rag doll. With his head pointed down, he could see the ground as it passed, as well as the occasional splatter of blood which dripped from his side onto the black stones. 
He was going to kill the monster—if he didn’t run out of blood first.
*
Brooke sat on the edge of a bed in one of the castle’s large dormitory halls. The great hall-like expanse had been used by visiting Vordenes for centuries. Two rows of old iron beds rested against the ancient stone walls. The ceiling was a lattice of intersecting heavy black timbers. Concessions to comfort had been made, long rugs, elaborate wall hangings and bedside tables with ornate lamps. 
Apart from Brooke, the large space was almost empty. There were two pregnant women sitting on a bed at the far end of the dormitory, both from Becca’s Well in Dover. The occasional small laugh came from their direction but Brooke shut them out. She hadn’t moved for over half an hour, and sat, staring at her hands. Her thoughts swirled in dark, bitter circles. 
Brooke heard steps close by but didn’t look up. And then there was somebody sitting on the bed beside her. Finally, Brooke turned. It was Aunt Brenna.
‘Hello, you poor tormented soul.’
Brooke said nothing, she looked away. She didn’t need Aunt Brenna’s teasing right now.
Brenna brushed some of her blonde hair over her shoulder, and straightened the folds of her medieval-looking blue gown. She sighed. ‘It may seem like the end of the world right now, girly, but … Oh. It might actually be the end of the world, mayn’t it? Slipped my mind. Nevertheless, by sitting here moping you’re not doing anyone any good, least of all yourself.’
Brooke stared at the bedside lamp. 
‘Let me tell you a story,’ said Aunt Brenna. ‘Once there was a beautiful Vordene girl. She was a water, so you and I both know she had something special. She had recently gone through the Grand Initiation, and was now a High Vordene. At the ripe age of seventeen the world was hers. She could do anything. She was much better than all those little tykes scampering about the castle. She knew she was. Prettier, smarter, older, more powerful in every way. But the little ones didn’t think the same as she did. They teased her, and stuck out their tongues, even after she became a High Vordene.’
Despite herself, Brooke was listening.
Brenna plucked a non-existent hair from her gown. ‘Where was I? Oh yes. The little terrors. This beautiful High Vordene thought she would teach them a lesson. Make them appreciate her. She snuck into one of the dorms where five of the worst offenders were sleeping. And she wove a Lost incantation around them. The girls disappeared from their beds. “Let them stew on that,” thought the young woman. They would be lost in body and mind in a dark swamp, wandering, beyond hope. In a couple of days she’d return them. Or so she thought.’
Brooke was openly watching Aunt Brenna now, her eyes wide.
‘The young High Vordene went back two nights later and sang the Song of the Found …’ Brenna smiled at Brooke. ‘You know the one. But alas, the little girls didn’t return. She tried again. Nothing. She came back the next night. And the next. Of course you would think that by this time everybody in the castle would be searching for the girls, but here’s the thing about a Lost incantation. In it, you are truly lost, forgotten, vanished from the minds of all who knew you. So the little one’s only had one young woman to help them back. By the fifth night she gave in, and went to her sisters and aunts and told them everything.’
Brooke’s pulse was racing. She blinked away tears.
‘The beautiful High Vordene girl was not denigrated. She was not yelled at. It was worse than that. Her sisters and her two aunts looked at her with sorrow and shame. And they cried for their evil sister, and daughter. They cried for her! The two aunts took the new High Vordene sisters to the little girl’s dorm and we … they sang the Song of the Found, this time with their spirit animal, and brought back the little ones from the Swamp of Forgetting. The little girls were like ghosts. They couldn’t speak for weeks. They stayed in bed the whole time, their eyes … their eyes dark, deep pools. When one of them finally spoke, they asked why nobody had come for them. Why hadn’t we … the High Vordene come for them? None of us had an answer of course.’
Tears spilled over Brooke’s cheeks. She sniffed. ‘You?’
Brenna was silent for a moment. ‘Of course me. Of course. And I’ve spent the rest of my life trying to make up for my mistake. My sisters forgave me over time. I left behind the old boastful, bumptious me and strove to become something better. Help whenever I could, be there for the others, never expected praise or begrudged those that got it. I think I succeeded. Yes, they forgave me, but I never forgave myself. We must learn from our mistakes, or be ever on the brink of a new one.’
Brooke wrapped an arm around the older woman and placed her head on Brenna’s shoulder. They sat like that for many heartbeats.
Finally Brooke broke the silence. ‘The girls … did they recover?’
Brenna sighed. ‘They seemed to. We helped them as much as we could. Forgetting enchantments, that kind of thing. But …’
‘Yes?’
‘They grew up of course, those five little girls …’ Brenna paused, and looked at Brooke with almost panic in her eyes. ‘And they became the Cardiff Vordene.’
Shock ran like knives through Brooke, and she thought her heart would break. ‘No.’
Aunt Brenna’s head hung low, and she said through sobs, ‘Yes. I’m afraid so. So, no one can blame only you for all this. Although we have no way of knowing how much of what I did contributed, I’m still partly to blame.’ She took Brooke’s shaking hands in hers. ‘Remember this: we all swim in the river of hope and risk, unless someone breaks the dam, and chaos reigns.’
Like Brenna, Brooke’s head was bowed, her long hair covered her face. ‘We broke the dam,’ she whispered.
*
Ember sat on a stone wall, its dark flat stones dotted with lichen and moss. The day was quickly losing its light and a cold wind blew, causing her tears to flow horizontally across her face. She looked out across the treeless cow pastures to the Loch of Stenness in the distance. Its choppy waters the colour of the darkening sky. Castle Stenness was at her back, and the wind made everything hard to hear, but she knew Skye was behind her before she spoke.
‘Em?’ said Skye.
‘Celeste sent you, didn’t she?’ Ember said over her shoulder.
‘So what if she did?’ said Skye. She lifted herself onto the wall and placed an arm around Ember’s back.
Ember stared ahead. ‘I know she’s here as well. Tell her to go away.’
Skye took a look over her shoulder, but didn’t say anything. Ember turned. There she was. The betrayer. Brooke stood about forty feet away.
Ember’s face was savage. ‘Leave me alone Brooke! Get out of here!’
Brooke didn’t move. She stood, her hands clasped, staring at Ember. Ember felt her pulse rise. Brooke needed to be taught a lesson. Her fury took hold and she jumped from the wall.
‘Em! No!’ yelled Skye.
But it was too late. Ember raised her arms, sparks danced, and a fireball grew between her hands. No longer thinking Ember released the flaming orb. It shot across the field and exploded around Brooke in sparks and flaming lightning. In a moment it was gone.
Brooke stood within an ice dome, her hands in front of her, untouched. She released the hold on the dome and it fell away. ‘Ember! Listen to me!’
Ember could feel Skye tugging at her arm, but shrugged her off. Ember raised her arms again. Another fireball grew between her hands, but before she could throw it, she and Skye were knocked off their feet. Ember flew backwards, landing on the damp grass, her breath taken away. Skye lay next her. Both were covered in snow. Ember sat up. 
Brooke walked up to them, another basketball-sized snowball growing between her hands, her face fierce. ‘I don’t want to fight, Ember.’ Her face softened and the snowball dissipated in a white puff.
‘Listen to her, Em. Please,’ said Skye. She stood up, brushed herself off and held out a hand to Ember.
Ember wasn’t going to take the hand, wasn’t going to do anything they wanted, but the snow was melting and wetting her clothes. She took Skye’s proffered hand and stood. She stared at Brooke.
Brooke’s chin quivered. ‘I’m sorry, Ember. So sorry. Sorry for being a bitch for, like, ever … sorry for hating you and Turner … and sorry beyond words for starting all this shit.’ Tears streamed down her face. ‘I will spend the rest of my life regretting what I did, and trying to make it up to you. Truly.’
Ember looked away, over Brooke’s shoulder to the castle. What had Celeste said? If they knew exactly where Turner was, they could rescue him.
Brooke sniffed, and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Ember?’
Ember snapped back. ‘What was the last thing you said, Brooke?’
‘I’ll make it up to you?’
‘No. After that.’
‘Truly?’
Ember’s mind went into high gear. ‘True …’
‘What?’ said Brooke.
‘True. The True. Turner and I were just there this morning. I remember …’ But the more she tried to catch the thought, the more quickly it eluded her.
‘What, Em?’ asked Skye.
‘I remember the True spirits … talking to us. There’s something … important.’ 
Ember turned to Skye. ‘We’re going to the True.’
‘What?’ said both girls at once.
‘I need to go back,’ said Ember, talking to Skye. ‘I think it’s important. And if there’s even a slight chance this could save Turner and stop the apocalypse or whatever it is, then I think we should do it. Don’t you?’
Brooke held out her hand. ‘I’m in.’ Ember ignored her.
‘Ember,’ said Brooke, not dropping her hand. ‘I said I was sorry. I mean it. I’ve never been more serious. I need to make it up to you. You’re my sister. We can’t fight anymore.’
The three girls’ hair blew like silk ribbons in the gusty wind. Ember pulled some of her hair behind her ear. She looked at Brooke’s outstretched hand for a moment longer, and then took it in her own. ‘OK. Make it up to me. And no more Bitchy Brooke.’
Brooke smiled gratefully. ‘OK. I’ll be good.’
Skye looked from sister to sister, and pulled them both into an embrace. ‘Yay! We’re BFFs!’
Ember smiled. ‘Not quite there yet, Skye.’ But she was willing to give Brooke a go. Or at least she was willing to put it aside so she could concentrate on helping Turner.
The wind whistled through the stone wall.
The three pulled apart, and Skye said, ‘So … the True? I don’t see the point.’
‘If we knew exactly where Turner was,’ said Ember, ‘if we could home in on him somehow, you could both use your ice powers. Double ice domes, zap to where he is, grab him before your ice shields melt. And I think … I think the True can help with the homing part. We can use the castle’s well, zip to the True and find out what we need to …’
‘Whatever that is …’ said Skye.
‘And be back before anyone even knows that we’ve gone.’
Ember and Brooke looked at their sister expectantly. Skye’s eyes darted from one girl to the other, her lips drawn into a sharp line, but finally her eyes softened. ‘OK. Let’s go!’



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
THE
MAIN
ENTRANCE hall was empty. Ember knew the little ones would be at dinner now. The girls strode across the sandstone tiled floor. Directly under the main staircase was a heavy arched door. Brooke waved a hand at it and it opened easily. 
‘I remember trying to get that open when I was five,’ said Brooke. ‘Me and my friend Avon. We tried every enchantment we knew. Which was basically none I guess.’
The girls wound down a narrow stone spiral staircase. ‘Why did you want to get to the well?’ asked Skye.
‘I thought the well would take us back to our real mothers.’
Skye shook her head, but her eyes were full of understanding. ‘Oh, Brooke.’
No one spoke for the rest of the descent. The three reached a high-roofed, stone-lined room—the well room. The well itself was a round stone water-filled circle in the centre. In each corner stood columns etched with intricate medieval carvings of the five elements.
Ember, Skye and Brooke stood around the well. Any small sound they made was amplified and echoed off the walls.
‘Shouldn’t we leave a message with one of the carers?’ asked Skye.
‘The carers are nothing more than glorified kindergarten teachers,’ said Ember, ‘and a bunch of gossiping old busybodies. Within minutes of telling a carer, Celeste and the others would know.’
‘I guess …’
‘Stop worrying, Skye,’ said Brooke. ‘This is much bigger than getting in Madam Celeste’s bad books. Much bigger.’
Skye chuckled and held out her hand. ‘You’re right. Let’s go.’
Brooke held out her other hand to Ember. Once again Ember took a moment, but finally reached out and grasped her sister’s hand. They both gave a little smile.
Ember stared at the well. ‘To the True. On three OK?’ Her sisters nodded. ‘One, two  ...’
‘… Three.’
With the slight nudge which accompanied travel by well, the girls arrived in the True. For all Ember knew it was the same spot where she and Turner had arrived the other day, but as one part of the True looked so much like any other, they could have been hundreds or thousands of miles away. 
‘Auras!’ said Skye, pointing at the others. ‘It’s been so long.’
Brooke took a deep breath, her head back, looking up at the forest. ‘This place is just life itself, isn’t it?’
Ember hardly heard her sisters. The memory came flooding back. She remembered. She shook her head slowly and tears fell unbidden on her cheeks.
‘Em?’ said Brooke, concern on her face. ‘What is it?’
Despite the tears, Ember laughed. ‘I remember. I remember what the True told Turner. And I remember how they told me I wasn’t worthy of knowing.’ She spread out her arms and spun around slowly. ‘The most important thing about the Rings, and we aren’t allowed to know!’
‘What? What aren’t we allowed to know, Ember?’ asked Brooke.
But before Ember could answer, a voice in her head said, ‘Sometimes, knowledge can be misused, Fire One. Obtaining information does not guarantee understanding. We will help you, Ember, but we shall not share the knowledge with your sisters. It is too precarious. Even remembering you had forgotten something in itself was dangerous. It was our miscalculation. These truths are delicate. Do not tell your sisters.’ 
Within moments the girls were surrounded by True spirits, which formed into their humanoid shapes. Ghost elves as Turner called them. 
Ember clenched her hands. Not only did they make her forget, now she couldn’t share it with Brooke and Skye. Who died and made these guys kings? She crossed her arms and stared at the spirits. They stared back. 
‘It is death we are trying to avoid, Fire One. Turner is in the Grimshade. We will assist you. But the order of things must be maintained.’
Ember’s shoulders slumped. She needed the Trues’ help. She wasn’t going to jeopardise everything just to be high and mighty.
‘Em?’ said Brooke. ‘Are they talking to you? We aren’t allowed what? What’s going on?’
With a deep sigh, Ember wiped the tears from her face. She turned to her sisters. ‘They are going to help. They know what’s going on of course, but I can’t tell you what I remember. It’s too secret it seems. We’re here to save Turner, and I have to go by their rules. Sorry.’
Skye tilted her head close to Ember’s and whispered, ‘Text it to me while they’re not looking.’
‘We laugh,’ came the voice of the True in their heads. Ember had the feeling that laughing was the last thing the True were doing.
‘Ha ha. Me too,’ said Skye, and held up her hands.
‘Enough discussion. We know where Turner is within the Grimshade. He is in dire need of assistance. We will send you there now.’
‘What? Now?’ said Brooke. ‘Don’t we need to plan things first?’
The True spirit said, ‘Your plan of using two ice domes has merit but is not quite suitable. The flat base of a dome would melt too quickly. We suggest a double ice sphere. We can place you directly on top of Turner. We will then send you back to the High Vordene, as we do not have the ability to heal Turner’s human side. We propose a Binding as soon as possible; its powers should be more than sufficient to heal him.’
 ‘So,’ said Skye, ‘ice sphere ride into hell, rescue the most important man in the world, and escape before we melt or get eaten by a million Scathers.’ 
Brooke smiled widely. ‘Easy peasy. What are we waiting for?’
*
Turner knew he wasn’t far from death. He gained a small piece of satisfaction from the fact that as soon as he died, the Vordene monster would be attacked and killed in turn. He had even tried slipping into unconsciousness, but it now eluded him. He jounced roughly under the arms of the creature for hours, the stony ground rocky and broken with lava-filled crevices. He hung limply, his body a worn husk, his mind as desolate as the landscape they travelled through.
A painful, fitful sleep had claimed him, full of burning night terrors. The sound of the monster shouting woke him. 
‘We’re here! Yes!’ 
She threw Turner away like an unwanted toy. He landed hard, his head struck stone, his broken arm twisted under his body, and his clothes ripped on the rocks as he skidded to a halt. 
His breath came in short wheezing bursts, but he no longer felt any pain. Or perhaps the agony had become so much a part of him it was just background noise now. 
They were at the base of the column, the central shaft of Grimshade power. Turner couldn’t lift his head. From where he lay he could see the column, as wide as a house, reaching into the sky, further than he could see. What he could see of the sky was black with circling Scathers. They still screeched but kept their distance. The slick, black column glistened and scurried with the movement of what, at first, Turner thought were billions of cockroaches. No, not cockroaches, he realised with cruel certainty. They were Scathers. Baby Scathers perhaps, or the souls of Scathers, he had no way of knowing.
Turner knew he wasn’t going to be able to kill the monster. He had no strength left; he couldn’t even move. He knew he would never see Ember again. He knew his blood-caked, broken body wouldn’t last much longer. His voice a croaked whisper, ‘I’m sorry, Em …’ He closed his one good eye.
‘Now!’ A screech from the creature and Turner’s eye snapped open. The monster woman placed four or five hands onto the column. The blackness seemed to ripple around its hands, coalesce around them, and then suck its arms into the churning column. Two or more of the monster’s heads let out a horrible cackle of victory. 
Turner was unprepared for what happened next. The area where the monster had touched blew out in a jet-black explosion, and like a million tiny saw blades, tore the Vordene monster apart. Its various heads screamed and gurgled as they flew out over Turner’s head. Its arms and legs following close behind. And then incredibly, the whole flying mess of bone, dark blood and body parts stopped in mid-air, hung for a second, and then recoiled back into the column, as if on a rubber band. Every piece of the dismembered monster—gone. The column rippled again and gave out a deep thrum.
Turner was panting hard. It was gone, the monster had been destroyed. He didn’t do it with his own hands but it was satisfying nonetheless.
Turner’s head swam in a fog, but something niggled. It took him a moment to realise that there was no sound; the screeching had stopped. And then, a rumble in the ground and the column began to shudder, until a thunderous explosion came from above. Turner turned his head painfully, just enough to see up the length of the shaft. His heart fell. A gigantic black hole had appeared in the organic sky directly above the column. The multitude of circling Scathers were flying into it, like a billion ants being sucked up into a giant vacuum cleaner.
So that’s how the world ends, huh? Turner had nothing left to give. He lowered his head to the ground, and for the last time he was sure, closed his eye. He wondered faintly if his True self would remember its journey with his human side. 
*
The three sisters were inside a large aqua-coloured ice sphere twice their height. Ember stood just in front of Skye and Brooke, who stood back to back, their hands raised, projecting their powers. 
Ember couldn’t see the True spirits through the thick opaque ice, but she knew they were there. ‘Right. We’re ready.’
The words had hardly left her mouth when she felt the familiar thump of travelling, and the horrible feeling of the Grimshade infused her being. 
And Turner! Turner was at her feet!
But oh God, the base of the ice sphere was already melting. The Grimshade heat battered the sphere. It had already disappeared around Turner, melting away into steam. She shouldn’t have hesitated! If they left now Turner would be left behind.
‘Ember!’ screamed Sky. Ember could see the stress on the faces of her sisters as they struggled to keep the ice intact. ‘It’s melting!’ Steam filled the girls’ ice bubble, along with the sounds of water sizzling, and the cracking of the ice under pressure. 
Turner already lay on bare rock and Ember’s feet were moments away from touching the red-hot stone. She stepped back as the burning stone crept closer. She bumped into Brooke who now stood beside her.
‘Be ready!’ yelled Brooke, and with her hands in front of her began to heal the ice where it had melted. ‘Step onto it, Ember!’
‘Hurry!’ came Skye’s frantic call.
Ember took a step forward. Turner still lay on exposed rock, but she could get closer now. More ice grew beneath her feet. Brooke, now on her knees grunted with the exertion.
‘Now! Go!’ said Brooke, her head down. Her arms trembled under the strain.
She couldn’t wait any longer, Ember dove on top of Turner, pain filling her mind as one hand and her knees touched the scorching ground.
She pressed herself onto Turner, and felt Brooke’s ice closing over her back. ‘Now! Leave! Go!’ she screamed to the unseen True.
Another thump. She knew they had left the Grimshade. Without looking up, she said to her sisters, ‘Let the ice fall. We’re back.’ 
The ice sphere cracked, fell to pieces around them and dissipated like an old bubble. They were in the well room at Castle Stenness. 
Skye slipped to her knees as Brooke, already on her knees, fell sideways with a grunt. 
Brooke’s voice cracked. ‘Is he alive?’
Ignoring the agony coming from her burnt hand and knees, Ember cradled Turner’s head in her lap. She could see his bloodied face and hair, his butchered arm where bone had broken through the flesh, the bruises and cuts, and his ripped and blood-stained clothes. He was a mess. But he breathed. He breathed. Tears ran down her cheeks. She gulped. ‘Yes. Just. Skye, go to the library, get Celeste and Chloe, tell them we have Turner and to come to the well. Now.’
Skye winced as she rose to her feet, but then sprinted from the room.
Ember placed her face against Turner’s. ‘Hang in there, Turner. Don’t leave us. Brooke, until Chloe gets here, help me with some healing. We need to keep him alive until we can all get to the Binding.’
Brooke, still breathing heavily, joined Ember and they both placed their hands on Turner’s chest. Heal, thought Ember, heal. At least don’t die.
A bang from up above, and then a wonderful sound: the noise of many feet descending the spiral staircase.
Ember’s tears ran onto Turner’s face. 
She placed one hand over Brooke’s and looked up at her sister. ‘Thank you.’
*
The sudden arrival of eleven women and one man in the middle of the field, literally out of thin air, scattered a flock of shelducks, making them hit the night sky in fright with a chorus of indignant quacks.
All five of the Wickerwell sisters had a hand on Turner, and they levitated the unconscious man to the middle of the ancient stone circle.
 Ember knew the Standing Stones of Stenness had been built over five thousand years ago by one of the early British High Vordenes. They stood on one end of a promontory which separated two lochs. Only four of the original twelve stones still existed. But for the two groups of Vordene women, the spirit forms of all the stones still stood, straight and tall, over a dozen feet high, glowing golden-yellow with power. 
A fierce wind blew, but Mother Torhild stood tall, with none of her frailness evident. She indicated the stone ring, and spoke loudly to the women. ‘We don’t have time for the procession from the Ring of Brodgar and across the promontory, so we’ll start the Binding at the Call of the Ring, and move directly into the Encircling.’ 
The five High Vordene sisters nodded and moved into position, spaced evenly just inside the twelve glowing pillars. Mother Torhild told the sisters to place Turner in the centre of the enclosure. As they lowered him onto one of the central stones, Ember noticed Turner’s ghostly white face. She left her hand on his chest a moment after her sisters had stepped back. 
Stay with us, Turner. Please.
Finally, she stepped back to join her sisters who had formed their own circle a dozen feet away from the central stones.
As soon as Ember stepped into place, the High Vordene began to chant. At first, similar to the chant in the hospital, but soon with a life of its own, three of the women chanting deep and strong, the other two sing in a higher pitch. Ember had the feeling the chant usually took a lot longer, but because of the situation, the women had sped it up. It was a powerful song, and the space between the stones soon became charged with an expectant air. 
Ardent, the High Vordene’s massive elk Ring, appeared, reared up on two legs, his white antlers stark fingers against the black sky, before he took off. Around and around he galloped in the space between the High Vordene women and the stones, gathering speed until once again he was a golden blur.
The Stones of Stenness glowed madly, and hummed with energy. Veins of blue erupted through the stones and throbbed in time as the Ring passed. A surreal light was cast on the assembled women, lending them long shimmering shadows that crossed each other, like the spokes of a wheel.
‘Now!’ shouted Mother Torhild from outside the stone ring.
The five High Vordene women raised their hands and chanted something in Gaelic, of which Ember knew none, but she could feel the power of the words. Ancient words, brimming with potency, they filled the air with glorious connections, similar to the Gathering in the True, but with a feeling of power so strong Ember wanted to rise from her skin and fly to the heavens.
A shaft of light burst forth from Turner. A fierce blue blaze which erupted into the night, a thousand feet high it seemed. Its radiance almost too bright to look at directly. 
‘Girls!’ yelled Mother Torhild, ‘Step in now, form the Encircling. Hold hands!’
The five Wickerwell sisters moved in towards Turner and the light. To join hands they actually had to step into the shaft of power. Unrestrained energy flowed into them. The sisters gasped, their eyes opened wide, and their hair blew upwards with the light. It took a moment for Ember to remember what they were meant to do. Celeste already had her hand out-stretched; Ember grabbed it.
They all joined hands, their circle made, which caused the blue shaft of light to shoot back into Turner. His body jerked. For a moment, nothing moved. And then small sparkling stars of gold enveloped him, where they multiplied and joined together, until in a flash, the girls and Turner were flooded with a bright gold light, streaked through with bolts of golden lightning. Ember felt like her atoms were being blasted away, leaving only her soul. She couldn’t move—her head was thrown back and all her muscles stiffened. It was much like the mini Binding she and Turner had experienced, but considerably more intense. The girls shook from all the power jolting through them. Through squinted eyes, Ember saw Turner rise from the central stone, a glowing True-like version of their Ellring, ablaze in a golden charge.
Ember felt every one of her sisters. She felt Turner. The individual element powers fused and became one. Fire mixed with air, combined with water and earth, washed through all of them as carried on spirit’s wings. If Ember lived only another day, or for a hundred years, she knew this moment, this exact moment, would be a memory branded onto her soul.
She wanted to scream with happiness. This! This was what a Binding felt like.
The lightning stopped with a loud whoosh. Ember and her sisters slumped forward, and a couple would have fallen if not for the support of the others. Ember’s eyes needed time to recover from the glare. The enclosure, although still lit by the glowing stones and the light of the moon, suddenly seemed as dark as the darkest forest.
Ember felt a hand on her shoulder. ‘Go to him,’ came the voice of Aunt Tyra behind her. Ember blinked rapidly. There on the central stone knelt Turner. He was healed! And oh, quite naked.
He looked around at the gathered women, a puzzled look on his face. ‘So does this mean we’re married now?’
Ember ran to him. He stood and opened his arms. They embraced. A moment later the other members of the Wickerwell Vordene joined them in a group hug.
‘Hey, who’s groping my bum?’ said Turner.
‘Sorry,’ said Skye.
*
Turner felt like superman. He felt like he could fly, lift mountains. He wasn’t just alive, he was alive. The Binding had not just restored him to full health, it had mixed him with the girls. He knew now he could call on any of their powers when needed. And part of the Binding had opened him fully to his True self, much more than at the Gathering. He really felt he could do anything.
Without telling anyone he stopped the wind. A couple of the women looked around at this.
Turner breathed in the fresh Orkney air. It was so good to be alive. He thought he had breathed his last in the Grimshade, but had instead awoken to a new world. A world of potency and power.
Ember helped Turner into a cloak lent by Aunt Erika. It wasn’t really his style, but it was better than being naked in front of eleven women. Hey, and it had a hood. But it was still a bit chilly out here beside the lochs. Turner smiled to himself and created a warm bubble over a mile wide.
‘All right. Who’s the culprit?’ said Aunt Tyra.
Ember was still fussing about with Turner’s cloak. She looked up at him, noticed his big grin, and wide-eyed, mouthed, ‘You?’ Turner raised his eyebrows in answer.
Ember laughed and embraced him. ‘It’s so good to have you back,’ she said into his shoulder. Turner felt every part of her, including her feelings.
Turner lowered his head and whispered into her ear, ‘Thank you. For everything.’ Ember’s embrace grew stronger.
Turner looked up, morning had almost arrived. The dark sky grew lighter every minute. He had no idea what day it was, or how long he’d been in the Grimshade.
The women stood in groups of two or three chatting and exclaiming over the recent events, until Mother Torhild shushed everybody loudly. She looked across the loch, now lit with the gold of the rising sun, and asked, ‘Can you feel it?’
Ember, standing next to Turner asked, ‘What? The power of the Ellring?’
‘Not that. Not that. It’s started. It’s like a wound in my heart. A Scather gate, and it’s a big one.’
Turner winced. Yes, of course, the Scathers. The giant vacuum cleaner. Damn. Now that Mother Torhild had made him conscious of the threat, it was clear in his mind, a giant Scather gate …
‘At Wickerwell.’ said Aunt Sigrid. ‘Yes. I feel it.’ Other women murmured in agreement. Yes, thought Turner, and hung his head. Wickerwell.
‘Aye,’ said Mother Torhild. ‘I’m afraid so. Every Vordene in Britain will be feeling it, and rushing to the battle.’ She turned to the gathered Wickerwell women. ‘As must you.’ 
Ah yes, thought Turner, the High Vordene wouldn’t go. They couldn’t afford to lose any one of their number; they were needed for initiations and Bindings—for everything Vordene.
Mother Torhild suddenly looked her age. She leant against the arm of Aunt Brenna, but her voice was strong, and carried across the ancient circle. ‘You mustn’t tarry. Go now, and fight. Fight with all of your being. Fight for the Earth.’
Ember reached out and took Turner’s hand.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
THE WICKERWELL VORDENE and their Ring appeared beside their own sacred well. Turner could tell immediately things were serious. Beyond the small stone wall to the north of the well, in the fields beyond Wickerwell Manor, the battle was in full swing. The sky was dark with storm clouds, explosions and Scathers. Shockwaves of sound battered the newcomers.
Without a word, the five sisters and Turner ran through the opening in the wall and into the fields. Now they could see the Scather gate. It was the size of a football field and as dark as space. Thousands of Scathers erupted out of it and into the sky above, while some swept back down into the maw of the pit. Turner thought the whole thing looked like an angry hornets’ nest. 
In clumps around the pit, but not too close, were groups of Vordenes. Hundreds and hundreds of women. Some, younger than the Wickerwell women, many older. Turner was astounded—so many Vordene families! Running, flying and slithering around these women were their Rings. Turner saw the spirits of a horse, a fox, one or two dogs, an eagle, a swan and more. And every one of these women, these elemental forces, were fighting; shooting balls of fire, ice, and lightning into the circling, screeching mass of Scathers. 
Every second, a new explosion blew apart some of the cloud of creatures, but none of it seemed to make any difference. More filled the voids. Scathers dive-bombed the groups of Vordene, but were mostly rebuffed by the protective fields of so many Rings. To his horror though, Turner could see two or three battles on the ground where Vordene women were fighting off Scathers from their sisters. Their screams added to the mayhem and noise. 
The girls and Turner came to a halt just in front of a group of about thirty Vordene. Many of them saw the Wickerwell group and stopped what they were doing, a look of shock and anticipation on their faces. The Ellring! The Ellring is here!
Celeste took a look at the storm of death around them, turned to Turner and said, ‘Turner?’
Turner knew a baton had been passed, but he had no time to think about it. He looked up into the clouds of shrieking creatures and knew just what to do. He raised his hands and remembered Celeste’s force field; it was his too now. He held his hands out and imagined the sphere between them. He needed it to be big. He tapped the power within himself, held it, let it intensify, stronger, stronger, and then … Now! He threw the thought of the sphere outwards and upwards, and drew a gigantic bubble around at least three quarters of the flying Scathers.
Turner needed the crowd of Vordenes to do something, and he had to get a message to them—all of them—immediately. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but Turner knew what he was: he was the True, and True spirits could communicate directly into people’s minds.
Still holding the gigantic sphere aloft, where thousands of Scathers could be seen inside batting against its glowing walls, Turner extended the tendrils of his mind across the field.
He sent the message out to the mind of every woman there. ‘Listen to me everyone! This is Turner … the Ellring. Can you hear me?’ He could see women stop what they were doing and turn to him.
‘Yes! In our minds. Yes!’ said Ember next to him.
Turner nodded. Good. ‘I need you to create your power balls and energy bombs inside the sphere, and let them off in there. See it?’ Hundreds of women raised their faces. ‘All at once. Ready, set, GO!’
The giant, slightly transparent ball in the sky suddenly became a mini sun, as scores of gathered Vordene set off their elemental energy within it. Hundreds of arms covered hundreds of faces as the blinding light hit them like a supernova. Turner, arms still raised, felt the sphere break apart in his hands, but knew its job was done. 
When he looked again, most of the Scathers had been destroyed, some still in the process of exploding into black wisps as they died. Unfortunately, many hundreds had survived, and still flew around the gate. The gathered Vordene had taken up the fight again, and bevies of power balls took to the air, knocking out whole groups of Scathers. But more still rose from the pit.
Ember pointed. ‘Turner! The gate. We need to close it.’
‘Together, sew it up! Close the gate!’ yelled Celeste.
Turner could feel the others pulling, tugging. He joined with them and imagined the pit closing and saw just that: the gate was becoming smaller. Its sides closing in. We’re winning!
But then the ground shook. Turner looked around. An Earthquake? 
A large rumble came from the pit, and from the depths a gigantic, black hand and arm appeared, easily over one hundred feet long. It rose up out of the pit and then came crashing down. Maybe a dozen Vordene women lost their lives then, crushed to death under the enormous hand. The top of a head appeared in the hole, and a harrowing shriek louder than thunder, emanated from it, ‘Emmmmber! Emmmmber!’ 
Ember turned to Turner, fear and astonishment on her face.
Turner knew then he’d been wrong about the death of the Vordene monster.
‘Close the gate!’ screamed Celeste.
But it was too late. Another arm rose out of the pit, and when it hit the ground it killed more Vordene, scattered some, and sent the rest running. And yet another hand grasped the edge of the pit. The monster rose up, and up. And it kept going, arms, heads and deformed breasts, all churning and twisting upon themselves, pushing the gate wider as it rose. It was the monster Vordene, and this time it was hundreds of feet tall. 
Turner craned his neck. Oh no.
*
The creature screamed and rose out of the giant Scather gate. Turner knew the faces well. Somehow the creature must have merged with the Grimshade power core and been reborn. Its giant arms glistened with the familiar oily blackness. Its mouths, the size of buildings and its fangs now as big as cars. Talons on the end of its claw-like hands scraped at the earth. Even from where Turner and the girls stood they could smell the terrible stench the monster exuded. Once again it bellowed, rattling every bone in Turner’s body, and knocking many of the women to the ground.
Everywhere, the Vordenes broke apart and scattered. A few stragglers threw power bombs at the creature but to no effect. Turner knew, even with the combined power of every Vordene woman here, he wouldn’t be able to defeat this monster.
One of the monsters arms, on Turner’s side of the pit, swiped at some of the retreating women, killing some and flinging a dozen into the air. Without thinking, Turner stopped them in mid-air, and eased them to the ground. But it was one small victory. Turner knew without more power they would be lost. All of them.
More power.
Yes! Turner fist punched the air.
‘What? What!’ Ember yelled into his ear. But Turner just shook his head; there was no time to explain. Ember would catch on soon. If it worked.
Turner ran up the small hill behind him, back towards the Manor’s boundary wall, ignoring the calls from his sisters. Once at the summit, he turned and raised his arms—he wanted to be seen. Plus, the fact he was still wearing the golden hooded cloak of the High Vordene would help. He needed to concentrate, to tap that True part of himself, for right now the two things he needed to do were pure True. The first was easy … he had already done it.
Turner imagined the connections, the tendrils between the groups of Vordene: not only the ones present on the field but the many thousands over the Channel, across Europe, Asia, Africa, the Americas, all around the globe. He was going to speak to them all. But he wasn’t going to ask them to come here and battle. The opposite in fact.
Imagining the pure essence of the Vordene elements, he tapped into the tendrils of his sisters in front of him, followed the connections to the rest of the women on the field and then outward, spreading wider, pushing it further. He sent out his thoughts to them all. ‘Listen! This is the Wickerwell Ellring! I speak to all Vordene. All of you, across the world. Many of your sisters are here with me and we battle a great threat. The whole world is in peril, and we cannot do this alone. But … I do not ask for you to come here. What I ask is that every Vordene go to their well. Now, please. Stand by your well, hold hands with your sisters and reach out to the unseen ones.’
Every single woman on the fields in front of Turner had stopped. They stood and looked up at this Ellring, this crazy boy. Turner felt sure they had no idea what he was talking about.
He also knew if his message had not reached around the world, he was going to need the power of every Vordene woman on the field in front of him. And this was where he hoped he could use the second True power. 
He pulled back his world-connecting thoughts and focused once again on the hundreds of women in the fields. Most had escaped the reach of the monster, some dragged or levitated the injured away. The monster had one of its huge legs out of the hole now. Its body loomed in the turbulent clouds. The earth shook every time one of its limbs hit the ground. Its screeching never stopped. There was no time to waste.
Turner raised his hands again. He spoke to the gathered Vordene on the field with his mind, ‘Sisters! Think of your wells. Imagine them. See yourself standing next to your wells.’
As soon as Turner’s thought had gone out he acted. Please let this work, he thought. He pushed his hands forward. Go!
But nothing happened. Many of the women looked around at each other. Some shrugged.
‘Turner,’ said Celeste next to him. ‘What you are trying to do … it’s not possible. You can’t …’
But Turner wouldn’t listen. The True could move people between worlds at will, without wells. Turner was the True, wasn’t he?
‘Think of your wells!’ he yelled into their heads. 
Please, True, I need your help with this one. He pushed his hands forward again. Go! Back to your wells!
Every single woman—alive and dead—vanished. All except his sisters. Turner was part of the Wickerwell Vordene, and he couldn’t do this without them. 
‘Oh my bloody God,’ said Brooke.
He moved to stand between the girls. They reached out and grasped each other’s hands, forming a circle around Turner. Ember gave him a smile. Stand within us.
The monster screamed. It was now or never.
Alone on the hill, the Wickerwell Vordene faced a monster the size of a skyscraper. Turner raised his arms.
This was it. It had to work. Turner had remembered the Gathering in the True, and how the True spirit had spoken about their ‘connected knots,’ and how their shared energy was stronger than power concentrated in one place. Distributed computing was how Turner had thought of it. Nodes. By sending every Vordene in the world to their wells he had created the world’s biggest web of elemental energy.
And now he drew it to him. Starting with the immediate node around him, he siphoned in the power of thousands of Vordene women, all connected by their wells. He could feel the energy swelling inside him, it increased, multiplied, and multiplied again, until an intense blue stream of light burst from Turner. With his arms outstretched, his body tense and stiff, his head thrown back, the composite power of Vordene the world over converged in one man. One Ellring. 
He held it. Held it.
And then he let loose. 
He brought his arms together, and the massive shaft of pure blue plasma rocketed out across the field in a heartbeat, and struck the monster between two of its heads. The bolt of concentrated energy blew a hole straight through the creature, and spread in lightning arcs across its body. The monster screamed with every available mouth. The beam burned and expanded, and the hole through the monster grew until parts of it started to fly off, sparking with blue lightning. 
And then the whole thing exploded.
A shock wave of blue energy and monster body parts flew out, but Turner was ready. And this time it was simple—his power and understanding of it flowed easily now—he threw a gigantic force field around the pit. The monster’s explosive death finished in a cloud of sparking, black smoke safely inside a bubble the size of a mountain. And when Turner released the force field there was nothing there. No monster. No sound. No Scathers. Just the pit.
He waved a hand dismissively at the giant hole, and it too, drew together and vanished.
Turner fell to his knees. His sisters stood around him. He lowered his head and sent out a message to the connected Vordene web. ‘We did it. Thank you. Thank you.’
*
Turner pointed to the carpenter’s diagram. ‘This! I like this. The new spiral staircase works much better. I like the sweep of the balustrade as well. When can you start?’
The carpenter shook his head. ‘As soon as those stone monkeys finish the tower walls.’
Ember and Turner stood outside Wickerwell Manor, beneath the rising stone of a new tower. ‘Shouldn’t be more than a week I think,’ said Turner. ‘I’ll give you a call around then.’
The carpenter nodded, and rolled up his plans. Turner and Ember walked around the tower to where the manor’s sunroom used to be, now a gaping hole in the building.
‘So much change,’ said Ember.
Turner looked around at the confusion of workmen, scaffolding, piles of timber and stone. ‘Change is necessary sometimes. And really, most of the manor will be the same. We’re just opening things up a little. A new addition or two … a new cottage for Aunt Lani …’
‘A tower though? It’s kind of geeky.’
Turner smiled. ‘I’m the ultra-geek remember. And if it helps, just think of it as a triple story library. With all the rebuilding of the manor, it’s the only thing I’ve asked for. Plus you’ll thank me when we’re sitting up there in style, kicking back with a couple of good books.’
‘You reckless adventurer, you.’
Ember took his hand, and led him down the path towards the well. The other Wickerwell sisters were sitting on picnic rugs nearby, eating lunch.  
‘I’ve had enough adventures for a while,’ said Turner, as he and Ember joined the others. 
Brooke passed Turner a tray of chicken wings. ‘You may be up for more adventures, if what Mother Torhild says is right. You’re still an Ellring, aren’t you?’
Turner put a couple of wings on his plate. Then pointed to the sky. ‘Bad cloud,’ he said. The others looked up to see a large, rabbit shaped, white cloud vanish.
Skye sighed. ‘Parlour tricks.’
Turner grinned at her. ‘I’ve been practising my levitation, want to see?’
Skye shook her head. ‘No tha …’ She rose a foot off the ground. ‘Hey! Put me down! The workers will see me, you silly bugger.’
Turner twinkled his fingers at her, and she descended to the rug.
‘I think I might be able to fly,’ said Turner around a mouthful of meat.
‘What?’ said Celeste. ‘Flying? None of us …’
‘It’s just levitation, but on yourself,’ said Turner.
Celeste nodded. ‘Mother Torhild was right then. You’ve still got these powers because there’s probably something else around the corner. Something bad enough to need an Ellring.’
‘Turner thinks he’s kept the powers as a reward,’ said Ember.
Chloe reached across and patted Turner’s knee. ‘Aw, you keep thinking that, sweetie. You just keep polishing your medal until apocalypse two point oh begins.’
The others laughed. 
Turner smiled. He looked around at the girls, his sisters. If there was another apocalypse, he hoped it didn’t happen for at least a couple of years. He was thinking about his powers, how they could be used to help people, put some things right.
Beginning with … he stared down at his plate, and without looking up, put the rabbit back in the sky.
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