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Part I: First Summer

	
Chapter 1: The Meeting

	Kate arrived in the alley first, as they had agreed, and pushed in at the green door; the third one. The garden was overgrown and the path shadowed by yew trees. She concentrated and the trees faded slightly. The narrow path was clear. She effortlessly stepped over debris such as bricks and empty paint cans. She reached forward to knock but David opened it.

	“Go on down to the basement,” he said. “Don’t talk till I come.”

	She tried to say, All right, David, but she was mute. It seemed odd using his name; after all he’s Mr. Rachusen, their teacher, and it wasn’t the sort of school where people used first names for teachers. He’d always had a reputation for being eccentric, but he’d stepped over the line this time. First the books and then the strange gifts under the guise of awards. What happened afterwards was unconscionable and inappropriate. A teacher wouldn’t do this. David was going to have to explain himself to all of them.

	She went down the worn stone steps carefully as there was only the light from the kitchen door above and opened the door at the end. There was the glow of a coal fire and an oil lamp on the table with eight old fashioned dining room chairs around it that had stuffed leather backs and seats. The two end seats had arms.

	She waited. Duncan, Susan and Reggie came in at roughly five minute intervals. She was getting restless. No coverage on her phone, but she fiddled with the new project wizard on the app that Mr. Rachusen had given her. It wasn’t working properly, she’d been suspicious earlier that it was communicating somewhere. She saw that the others had their presents on the table. This was getting boring.

	Eventually the door rattled. Duncan got up and let Mr. Rachusen in with a tray loaded with mugs, a jug of coffee and buns like hot cross buns but without the cross on the top.

	“You all drink coffee?” he said. “Unfortunately I have nothing else except water, no milk or sugar. There is a little honey. I forgot about shopping.”

	He set it down and passed out mugs.

	“You can talk now.”

	Kate wondered could she have talked earlier.

	“Why are we here?” asked Duncan.

	“Because you wanted to meet me,” said Rachusen.

	“Yes, but why the theatricals?” insisted Duncan.

	“We wanted to meet because we think you did something to us,” said Reggie.

	“I personally did nothing to you,” said Rachusen, “you are fledgling superheroes, each with an unusual superpower, what do you think I did?”

	“I can communicate with mice, rats and hamsters,” said Reggie, “not very well with rabbits or guinea pigs. You gave me a book on rodents and a wind-up toy rat.”

	“Communication with rodents is obviously your superpower,” suggested Rachusen.

	“What did you do to me?” said Duncan. “I can more easily get contemplative, I have an urge to put HP sauce on everything, eat chocolate cereal, oxtail soup, only use a brown pen to write, wear brown clothes.”

	“You don’t see the common factor is brown?” suggested Rachusen. “That sort of contemplative mood is called a brown study.”

	“I have the colour brown as a superpower?” exclaimed Duncan.

	“No,” insisted Rachusen, “just brown, even Duncan and Donne both mean brown.”

	“I don’t have any superpower,” said Susan. “I just have a bag that might have belonged to Mary Poppins. It’s not even new. It seems to randomly provide me with new junk jewellery.”

	“All the things you are wearing?” said Rachusen. “They look tasteful.”

	“They break easily,” muttered Susan as she lifted off a longer necklace and tossed it. “It’s tacky cheap kitsch, you’ve no taste.”

	It twisted in the air into a two turn coil and landed perfectly around Rachusen’s coffee mug. Like a winning hoop at the fair. She took a different one from her bag, tossed it and it did the same.

	“Weird,” said Duncan. “Can you do it again?”

	“Only if the cords are snapped.”

	Rachusen produced a small dagger and sliced the cords creating four segments. Some balls rolled off the table.

	“Can you fetch those, Reggie?” said Rachusen.

	Susan tossed another necklace and it too coiled and landed in two hoops around the mug. All the other balls scattered off the table. The boys gathered them and passed them to Susan. She put the cut cords and balls in her bag. Then held it up side down. Nothing came out. She turned it outside in. It was empty.

	“Doesn’t do that for anyone else,” she muttered. “I read the book and afterwards I could throw any accessory very accurately. It makes no sense.”

	“Your superpower is obviously to Accessorize, and you can only get new items from the bag as you need them.”

	Kate thought Susan’s accurate throwing was more likely a so called superpower. She was sure the bag was somehow a trick, even though only Susan could use it. Like her app that wouldn’t work for anyone else and only sometimes worked for her.

	“We thought the books and strange presents were the cause, so you were somehow responsible,” said Kate. “You are seriously claiming that the prizes, the presents are appropriate and effects?”

	“Concisely stated, Kate Kelliher,” said Rachusen. “So your superpower is?”

	“Able to use this app?” said Kate. “My dad and sister can’t work it, nor can the others here.”

	“No, that’s a symptom,” he replied. “It’s the power to narrow things, narrow down problems, probably other things to do with narrow.”

	“That’s mental,” complained Kate, “so I’m a Super Narrow?”

	“Your name for it,” said Rachusen, “why do you all think I’m responsible? Maybe it’s mutant evolution, getting bitten by a radioactive mouse, a radiation accident in a lab, all these smart gadgets today affecting you, a genetically engineered virus, nano machines or you are all aliens in disguise?”

	Kate felt there was something strange happening. She screwed her eyes closed and concentrated. It was like some part of her wanted to believe the nonsense David Rachusen was spouting. There had to be a different explanation.

	“But superpowers aren’t real,” objected Duncan. “What you list is just the comic book superhero tropes. Kate?”

	“My opinion is that it was you, Mr Rachusen,” Kate said slowly, “or an associate. Though there may be some pertinent fact I don’t know?”

	“I only saw your potential,” argued Rachusen. “I admit I chose books and totems that would encourage it. I have some previous experience with the arcane. Did you add in your health improvements, Kate?”

	“How could you possibly see such potentiality?” said Duncan. “What sort of arcane?”

	“I have the ability to see things as they really are,” insisted Rachusen. “It was useful when I was studying alchemy, as I could filter the nonsense out.”

	Kate wondered, this was getting really strange, yet the others seemed relaxed. She realised that Rachusen had ignored their earlier comments about health.

	“Alchemy?” exclaimed Duncan, who was the group expert in chemistry.

	“Is it any stranger than your superpowers?” said Rachusen. “Actually after you ditch the nonsense it’s mostly chemistry.”

	“Why are we taking this seriously?” argued Kate. She sniffed suspiciously at the coffee and the bun. Perhaps though it was some sort of attempt at hypnotism aided by drugs. “Have you drugged us? It’s mighty strange coffee. Anyway, I did factor in my previous asthma, Duncan’s poor hearing, Susan’s slightly deformed spine and Reggie’s myopia. All those things can improve, though it’s very marked and you are a common factor. I can’t imagine how you did it. Your app wouldn’t process it.”

	“It’s just very good coffee,” insisted Susan.

	“You seemed nervous about meeting us,” said Duncan. “Kate found your number. You don’t seem nervous now?”

	“I wasn’t so sure then,” he said. “I am now.”

	“Sure about what?” asked Duncan.

	“What are you not telling us?” asked Kate.

	“I’m the last guardian or caretaker,” he explained. “There are four in a group. Named after the quadrivium, the four ways. There were four with superpower of arithmetic and music on the one hand, and geometry and cosmology on the other. I expect that Kate and Reggie will be equivalent to the arithmetic and music. Susan and Duncan to geometry and cosmology. A new Quadrivium is always similar and different to the last Quadrivium.”

	“You mean we are the next Quadrivium?” exclaimed Kate. She was now convinced he was trying to hypnotise them, or something like it.

	“That’s weird,” muttered Duncan.

	“If you pass the apprenticeship,” said Rachusen.

	“How do we pass?” asked Susan.

	Kate though had a horrible suspicion. Again there was the strange sense of coercion when David Rachusen spoke.

	“You’ll know,” said Rachusen. “I can’t see the future, only now. If you become the Quadrivium then you have passed.”

	“We don’t have to wear Lycra superhero suits?” said Susan.

	There was silence except for the fire crackling.

	“Sorry?” said Rachusen, “why would you want to?”

	Kate thought of her pale skin, stick like arms and legs. Then Susan’s dark skin and more rotund figure. The boys had more like Woody Allen than superman physiques. They were not sports jocks. None of them would look good in skin tight spandex suits.

	“I don’t think we would,” said Kate. “I don’t want to.”

	“It’s bad enough that we aren’t normal without dressing up like for Halloween,” said Duncan. “More to the point, how do we be unobtrusive and explain any weird aspects to friends, family or people in school that notice?”

	“It’s not like we have to fight super-villains?” said Reggie.

	“You have the Bartitsu lessons I gave you,” said David. “That will give you all the self defence skills you need. No fighting super-villains.

	“I admit we are doing curiously well on those,” said Reggie. “You notice I don’t have my glasses on? I’m not short sighted any longer. The optician just said some people grow out of it.”

	“Tell me about it in detail,” said David.

	
Chapter 2: The Experiences

	They had each recounted their experiences before they met and decided to tackle David Rachusen about them.

	Reggie sensed a sort of susurration, he put his fingers in his ears and it was more noticeable with the sound of the river gone. Was it the start of tinnitus? He sat on a bench at the side of the path and concentrated. Was the tinnitus like Raudive voices? Imaginary meanings in the noise. No. He realised it wasn’t exactly voices or noises. He was sensing primitive thoughts. He concentrated on asking who are you though it wasn’t in words. He knew it was a rat. He looked across the path to the river bank. He could see a rat. It came over, nervous and curious. He realised it was a very brave rat. Rats didn’t like the unfamiliar. Rats communicated at a basic emotional level as they didn’t have a language. The rat was confused but was obviously relaxing. He sensed Someone coming as it scurried away. A woman pushing a baby in a buggy came into view. He went back into town to investigate a pet shop. He realised he could see her perfectly without his glasses. He’d thought his glasses had got greasy today and had been wiping them.

	* * *

	Kate’s older sister admired the book.

	“This app makes no sense to me,” said Louise.

	“It’s simple,” insisted Kate. She used the project wizard, set up a scenario and analysed it.

	“No, it still makes no sense,” said Louise, “but then I’ve noticed you have been getting wizard fast at maths. Especially questions with lots of words to define the problem. You used to be always asking me, so I’ve been peeking when we are studying together at the weekends for the exams.”

	Kate took a deep breath. No tightness. She’d not needed her inhaler for ages. Was her asthma gone?

	* * *

	Susan examined her necklace, earrings and bangles (on her ankles as well as upper arms and wrists). She piled everything on the table with the hair extensions and brooches. She turned the bag inside out, poked the lining, the cover flap and examined the stitched in shoulder strap.

	She checked the pliers, scissors and heavy side cutters.

	Carefully and deliberately she twisted, cut, hacked and chopped at all the items till they were destroyed. She lifted the bin and scraped the ruins off the table into the bin. Susan carefully re-examined the bag inners and turned the bag the right way out. She peered in. Empty. She went to the living room.

	“Mum, humour me?” she asked. “No spiders or yuck, just try and find anything in the bag.”

	Her mum smiled and peered in.

	“Empty?” she said.

	“No, it’s a trick,” said Susan. “Try without looking.”

	“No, still empty.”

	Susan put in her hand, felt a necklace and pulled it out. She put it on.

	“That’s a clever trick,” she said, “have you one for me?”

	“I’ve been practising,” said Susan. “If I gave you this one, you’d have to break it before I could have it.”

	“That makes no sense.”

	“It doesn’t, that’s true. I’ll get you a nice one in town sometime.”

	She pulled out the cheap earrings, a hair extension, bangles, brooches. Putting on each piece before getting the next.

	Occasionally her mum rechecked the bag. “Where did you get the bag?”

	“My teacher gave it to me,” explained Susan. “I got the physics book too. Kate Kelliher, Duncan Donne and Reggie Rimmel got presents for maths, chemistry and biology. I learnt the trick, I think it partly depends on the bag.”

	“The bag suits you, very antique.” She looked at Susan. “I suppose you hid the stuff up your sleeves. It’s not terribly entertaining, so I hope you aren’t thinking of becoming a stage magician.”

	“No, I was just curious as to what you would think. I’ve not changed my mind about doing some sort of physics or astronomy course at university.”

	“At least it’s only cheap pound shop junk, you didn’t waste much money?”

	“No, not at all.”

	Susan smuggled the broken stuff to the rubbish bin outside and poked it under the household waste. She was thankful that her mum thought there was nothing odd about learning such a trick. She realised her back pain hadn’t troubled her for weeks before the prize giving. She’d always had a doctor’s note excusing her from PE and sport. The hospital had diagnosed a slightly curved spine but due to NHS budget problems would only operate if it got worse or she was in constant pain, rather than due to exercise. She’d not told her mum about the dojo in Worcester. It had been fine and she’d visited her aunt each time. She made an appointment with the Doctor to get referral to the hospital. She’d need a good report or she couldn’t tell them about the lessons.

	* * *

	Duncan was puzzled. Alex had tried to use his marker, which seemed a pretty lame present. In typical younger brother fashion Alex told him so. It had seemed dried out though it worked fine for him. Everyone admired the chemistry text book. He lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling. Susan, Reggie and Kate certainly had diverse and strange experiences. Apart from a curious affinity with brown things, he didn’t seem to have any special trick. He moved his head. The light was too bright. Was it getting dimmer now or was it because he was staring at it? He brooded moodily. He wasn’t sure which of the others was strangest. He was surprised he hadn’t realised the other three quiet people in the class, not in a clique or circle, had such an interest in reading the sorts of books he liked. They should tackle Rachusen. He must have known. Perhaps caused it. He sat up and got his smart phone. He did wonder about his hearing; it had been poor since birth eventually needing a hearing aid. He didn’t need it now, actually they all seemed to have very good hearing and eyesight now, with better tolerance to brightness and better night vision.

	* * *

	“Good,” said David Rachusen. “You note how your health was improving before the prize giving?”

	Kate thought that just meant that whatever had been done to them must have started earlier, it had to have been some sort of gradual change.

	“What are the Quadrivium actually guardians of?” asked Susan.

	“Can we turn it down and pass on the superpowers to someone else?” asked Kate.

	“What does failing to pass the apprenticeship involve?” asked Duncan.

	“Slow down!” Rachusen slapped the table. “I don’t have all the answers. I’m fairly sure you can’t pass on your powers or get rid of them. I’m not sure what would happen if you ignored the apprenticeship. Obviously stepping in front of a bus would be a failure. I suggest you find somewhere secure to meet and discuss things. You can’t come here very often. I’m sure you can pick an appropriate superhero trope to explain your powers, the idea is not to convince people it’s real, but to let them think it’s a kind of game. Role play, maybe cos-player costumes would convince people it’s just an eccentric pastime, only wear them at your secret meetings. Probably skin tight Lycra is inappropriate. Or perhaps not if it’s stupid!”

	“We have a potting shed down the garden,” said Duncan, “there is access from the river walk as well as the house.”

	“Won’t folk think we are bit old to have a gang hut?” asked Susan.

	“Not if they think it’s some sort of role playing thing,” said Kate. “We should buy and adapt a real board game. There are loads on the internet. Something intellectual and our parents and other folks will think it’s natural for us.”

	“You may leave now,” insisted Rachusen.

	~

	“We need to talk about this before we go home,” insisted Kate in the alley.

	“How about the McDonald’s?” suggested Susan. “I’m peckish.”

	“My dad’s place would be better,” insisted Reggie. “Can you all cry off at home and we’ll eat properly? We can’t realistically take up a table just for a coke and a snack.”

	“I prefer black coffee to soft drinks,” stated Kate.

	“That’s why you are getting skinnier,” pointed out Duncan.

	“We are all eating more yet losing weight, though getting more muscles?” suggested Reggie.

	“I think so,” agreed Susan. “Anyway I’ll call my mum, it’s not too late yet.”

	“I expect you get a discount Reggie?” asked Duncan.

	“No, though sometimes we have leftovers for breakfast.”

	“I’ll pay then,” insisted Duncan. “I get a very generous allowance which has been increased because this year for the first time we are not going on a summer holiday. Usually we visit France and Italy. Dad’s too busy.”

	“That’s handy, you won’t miss the Bartitsu lessons then,” suggested Susan.

	No-one made a serious objection to Duncan’s offer so soon they were sitting at a corner table with coffee and spring rolls. Reggie promised his mum that they would order the main dish later.

	“So what are you thinking, Kate?” asked Duncan.

	“I’m thinking Rachusen lied to us,” she insisted vehemently. “I agree we do seem to have changed physically and have strange abilities, though not like I imagine a superhero. I think he is some sort of hypnotist and may even have drugged us too. You three seemed to believe even the crazy stuff?”

	“He was very convincing at the time,” said Reggie.

	“I think that proves David Rachusen was trying to hypnotise us or something. He’s not being straight with us. He must be responsible, it’s too much of a coincidence. Concentrate on pink elephants or repeating poetry, or memories. Any distraction when he’s talking.”

	“I think you could be right,” said Duncan. “He obviously is trying to manipulate us. The books, gifts, the dojo membership, the crazy explanations.”

	“Now that you mention it,” said Reggie, “he didn’t say what the Quadrivium is for or who appointed him as caretaker?”

	“True,” said Susan, “we just seemed to sit there and take it. Only Kate really dissented. In the end he didn’t really answer our questions. Thanks Kate! Suddenly I feel clearer.”

	“You broke his mesmerism or whatever it was every time you interrupted or commented, Kate,” stated Duncan.

	“I think that’s true,” agreed Reggie.

	“So, Kate, how would you describe our special abilities?” asked Susan.

	“Obviously on the purely physical level we now have faster reaction times, we are stronger and largely healthier, our various health issues are gone,” suggested Kate. “Let’s ignore the presents, even the bag and especially the phone app. So what are we left with? Reggie is sensitive to an animal’s emotions and desires, most of all if they are rodents. Rabbits and guinea pigs are more distantly related to rats, Reggie?”

	“Yes, very distantly,” he agreed.

	“You, Susan, are brilliantly co-ordinated, but you seem to be able to cheat with small things? Try tossing this penny to come up heads on Duncan’s hand as he furthest.”

	Duncan put his right hand palm down on near the table edge. Susan tossed the coin which landed heads up on the middle of the back of his hand.

	“Try again,” suggested Reggie.

	“I have a penny,” said Susan. “Tails this time.” She flipped it without looking at it or Duncan. It landed perfectly on the other penny, tails up.

	“That rates as a pretty weird superpower,” muttered Duncan. “What about the bag, Susan?”

	“It’s certainly old and unnatural. It can’t be cut, drilled or burned,” she explained. “I can’t figure out though why I can produce the cheap jewellery from it and no-one else can. It’s like a broken version of Mary Poppins’ bag, but magic isn’t a real thing any more than superpowers?”

	“Well, the comic books are from the 1930s,” argued Kate. “I’d imagined magic is all bunk, but every society and age seems to have an idea of it. I’m not so sure. Your bag is certainly strange. All the things that Rachusen gave us are very strange. Anyway, I suspect the brown stuff you experience, Duncan, is a side effect of something. It’s really dark orange. Have you experienced anything else unusual?”

	“I think I can sense what things are made of? I’ve experimented with the remains of my toy chemistry set I got years ago. Well, I’m interested in chemistry anyway. What about yourself, Kate?”

	“I think my natural stubbornness is dramatically enhanced,” she mused. “The claim I narrow things, that I’m a super narrow, was redirection. I think the phone app is designed to confuse me. If I have a special power, it’s to see things as they are, to see through flimflam. Whatever Rachusen was doing was affecting you three, but not affecting me at all. The only common factors are that we all have sort of alliterative names, we all had health defects, we all were loners that like reading a lot along with the absurd presents and claims of our teacher, David Rachusen.”

	“We shouldn’t tell him anything or trust anything he says?” suggested Reggie.

	“I agree,” added Susan.

	“Yes. Meanwhile we’ll keep in touch and meet soon in the shed,” said Duncan.

	“We better order,” insisted Reggie.

	
Chapter 3: The Shed

	“So what is it, Son?” asked Mr. Donne in his study. They both sat down on the comfy leather armchairs.

	“Can I have the shed for my friends and I?” asked Duncan.

	“Perhaps,” he said. “Tell me first, how come you are suddenly so thick with the Irish girl, the Caribbean girl and the Chinese?”

	“They are all British, born here. I think Reggie’s family is ethnically Chinese from Malaysia originally.”

	“Whatever,” said Mr. Donne.

	“Kate, Susan and Reggie are not into the regular stuff at school like sport, or celebs, or Social Media like Community Postings, they are quiet people, I hardly noticed them till at end of term and we all got prizes together. We are all naturally bookish, loners and outsiders. None of us are keen on sport, well, Kate’s only just growing out of asthma and Susan’s back used to be bad. Mr. Rachusen seems impossibly old looking to be still teaching, he’s certainly got very crabby. It was like this; Kate, Susan and Reggie and I were called to the front for the year end prizes. The school doesn’t believe in such things but benignly ignores Mr. Rachusen’s eccentricities. It was ages ago, just a day before the last proper classes. Then we had our exams.

	* * *

	“I confess I left the prizes for Maths, Chemistry, Physics and Biology at home,” Mr. Rachusen explained. “Call by at the end of school tomorrow. Class dismissed.”

	Then the bell rang for lunch. David Rachusen took us for maths, physics, chemistry and biology. In fact he only took our class, a lower sixth maths and an upper sixth maths class. He’s actually only going to take our maths class in the future after the holidays. Next day we went on our own at the end of school.

	“Good,” said Mr. Rachusen, “come into the store.”

	He handed Kate a book, ‘An Introduction to Symbolic Logic’. “Should interest you,” he said. “I doubt anyone else in school would appreciate it. You have a real enthusiasm for Mathematics.”

	He handed Reggie a veterinary book, ‘Ferrets, Rabbits, and Rodents’. “As you are keen on biology, perhaps you may become a vet. I hope you don’t have to try any of these procedures soon.”

	My book was fat. ‘Sample Handling and Trace Analysis of Pollutants’. “Important to identify who is polluting our environment. A useful application of chemistry. Good forensic related stuff in a way.”

	Susan got ‘Ballistics: Theory and Design of Guns and Ammunition’. “Practical physics,” he said, “know your limitations.”

	I sensed there was something more. We could all see that the table had four medium sized boxes curiously wrapped in the same Christmas paper.

	“You are the most promising students,” he said, “that’s one reason why you have been chosen this year for a little extra.”

	“But we are not the best students,” protested Kate.

	“Pick a box, Kate Kelliher, ladies first, so you too, Susan Smith.”

	Kate picked a box. It seemed light. I saw Susan hesitate and grab one of the three left.

	“Open them,” he said.

	Kate tore off the paper and opened the box. There was a card with a QR code, so she pointed her phone at it.

	“It’s asking for permissions?” remarked Kate.

	“Quite safe, I prepared it myself.” He took the card with the QR code off the table.

	“It’s installed an app.”

	“Good,” said Mr. Rachusen. “I’ll mind the card in case you get a new phone. Susan Smith?”

	Susan tore open her box. It was stuffed full with a folded embroidered shoulder bag.

	“Now, boys,” he said. “Reginald Rimmel, you toss, Duncan Donne calls, if he wins, he chooses next.”

	I called heads and lost, so Reggie picked a parcel. I lifted the last one. I opened it first and it was a bingo style marker pen, but in brown. Reggie had a clockwork rat.

	“I think we should be less formal,” said Mr. Rachusen, “may I use just your first names? You can call me David. Sit down. You may feel these are very strange presents?”

	We all nodded.

	“But they are appropriate. Your forename and surname means brown, Duncan. Susan, you like to accessorize yourself. Reach into the bag now, I think you need a necklace.”

	Susan reached in and pulled out a necklace made of coloured glass beads. She put it on.

	“The bag seemed empty a moment ago?” she said.

	“Think of it as a trick,” said David.

	“The toy?” puzzled Reggie.

	“Wind it,” said David.

	He did, but didn’t set it down. He watched the wheels spin.

	“Now let Kate try.”

	Kate turned the key, but it just spun. Reggie tried again and it worked.

	“Another little trick,” said David.

	“The bag will only work for Susan, the rat only for Reggie, the app is only available for Kate and only she can use it. The marker will only work for Duncan.”

	“Why or how?” asked Kate.

	“I’ve unlocked who you really are. As term ended today you won’t see me till September. During the holidays while you wait for your exam results you can work together to explore what these presents symbolize.”

	“Why are there memberships for a dojo in Worcester too?” asked Kate.

	“Unusually it’s a Victorian English blend of Japanese Martial Arts and European fighting skills, forgotten till the 1960s and really only revived in the last 10 years, called Bartitsu. You’ll find your reaction times are speeding up and also your strength. We better all scoot now before we are locked in!”

	After the strange meeting we decided to keep in touch, perhaps meet over the holidays so we swapped details on our phones.

	“I think we all live quite close,” remarked Reggie.

	“The books aren’t any stranger than he normally gives,” said Kate.

	“I never heard of him giving extra prizes before,” said Susan, “only books.”

	“They are weird,” I agreed, “let us know what your app does, Kate?”

	“Sure,” said Kate. “The books are pretty appropriate. I like mine.”

	“Yes,” agreed Reggie, “mine is fabulous.”

	* * *

	“So, Dad,” said Duncan, “as you know we have been to the dojo. It’s pretty good. I think the exercise has helped my bad hearing, at any rate my hearing is fine now. Look, I’m not wearing the aid any longer.”

	“The books are certainly good presents,” said Mr Donne. “The other items are eccentric.”

	“He’s old,” said Duncan. “He’s not taking any more chemistry, physics or biology. He’s only going to be part time, sixth form maths only.”

	“So why are you wanting the shed?”

	“We found we have a lot in common and we have got a new RPG, a board based role playing game. Kate was always getting into trouble for reading in bed, so came up with the special board game, played by adults, I don’t mean there is sex in it, just it’s popular in universities, it’s intellectually stimulating.”

	“So is she pale, skinny and sickly looking from reading all night in bed?”

	“No, I think people in her family just look like that, she might have stayed in bed all weekend reading during the day. I don’t think she stays up late reading. Well, not any more than anyone else.”

	“Right, so you want a sort of nerdy geek club?”

	“Oh Dad, don’t try to do slang,” insisted Duncan. “We just have common interests. But we have nowhere undisturbed to play the board game. I was wondering about the potting shed. We always called it the potting shed, but it’s quite decent and never been used.”

	“Your mum once thought we would have chickens,” mused Mr. Donne. “No problem. I’ll get the roof recovered. You and your friends can clean and paint it.”

	Various households donated a table, odd chairs, a big rug, old odd mugs and a retired kettle. Duncan fitted a light, switches, socket and ran an extension cable to the house.

	* * *

	It was their second day in the shed. They’d been in it all day, having brought snacks for lunch and briefly all been home for tea. Really this was quite a good wheeze for the summer holidays. They’d all brought books too. It was quite a novelty for all of them to have friends and somewhere to go to outside the house.

	Kate had been trying to be patient, but was beginning to lose it.

	Duncan interrupted.

	“I think I see what you mean,” he explained. “We don’t have to play the exact rules that came with it. We replace the four characters with our real secret identities?”

	“Yes, but we make up fake origins for the superpowers,” insisted Kate.

	“I can’t see how that works?” mused Susan.

	“We don’t have to have all the same origin?” suggested Reggie.

	“Exactly,” said Duncan. “Kate could be affected by a mutated virus or gadget trope or alien. I could be a genetic mutation? Brown is a pretty weird superpower.”

	“I could have been bitten by a radioactive mouse?” added Reggie.

	“I think I can have the gadget trope,” said Kate. “Infected by nano-machines.”

	“I feel like Mary Poppins,” said Susan, “except she was white, skinny and her bag was more general purpose? Maybe my bag and I could be infested with nano-machines. I can throw really well.”

	“I have the nano-machines,” insisted Kate. “What about you are genetically enhanced by a specially engineered virus targeting your DNA and the bag is a trans-dimensional portal?”

	“That almost makes sense,” agreed Susan.

	Kate amended the rules and scenario on her smart phone and sent it to the others.

	“It doesn’t actually affect the game play as it’s only back story,” explained Kate.

	It was dusk, so Susan put on the light and pulled down the blackout blind.

	Later there was a quiet knock at the door.

	Susan opened it and let in Mr. Rachusen. They couldn’t think of him as David.

	“I risked a visit,” he explained. “Very private and cosy. I just brought some stuff for you seeing as you wanted to dress up. If you are emailing, texting or phoning me, just use school related conversation. Nothing personal or about your powers. You never know who might be reading or listening. It’s easy to send something to the wrong address. Also I can’t be seen to be intimate or having favourites with anyone from school. Bye.”

	With that the door banged and he was gone. In the bags he left there were two long coats, a cap, a hat and two long hooded cloaks.

	“Who is he worried might be spying on his communication?” asked Reggie.

	Susan took the larger dark blue cloak and Kate the dark green. Kate’s was edged with velvet and Susan’s was edged with fur.

	Reggie took the dark grey coat and matching cap. The brown coat and hat suited Duncan perfectly. They all looked different, somehow older and stronger. They hung them up on the wall.

	“They should be safe here?” suggested Susan.

	“Yes the lock is fine. I’ll get a better lock on the riverside gate,” said Duncan. “I think we want sort of mediaeval, Victorian, Goth or steam-punk style outfits rather than Lycra.”

	“Not Regency, too fussy,” insisted Kate. “These clothes are an OK idea, though I think generally he’s nuts. Paranoid.”

	“Charity shops and maybe eBay,” mused Susan, “perhaps I might have an accessory? Would you two wear waistcoats?”

	“I think so,” agreed Duncan.

	“Not the same style though,” added Reggie. “You don’t have a silver pocket watch in your bag, Susan?”

	“No, it’s just cheap junk earrings, bracelets, brooches and necklaces.”

	“I’d like a snuff box for the waistcoat pocket,” said Duncan. “I’ll get some stuff for us on eBay, Reggie.”

	“We are more like the ‘League of Extraordinary Gentlemen’ with magic than superheroes with superpowers,” said Kate. “Anyone else think Mr. Rachusen has been a little misleading? Also he never answered the question about super-villains or what is guarded. Guardians implies enemies and something important to be protected. But why are we dressing up?”

	“Because we are now weird,” said Susan. “My back is better, Reggie doesn’t need glasses, you don’t need the inhaler, Duncan doesn’t need the hearing aid. We do have inexplicable sorts of special powers. It will distract people from the other things and along with the board game people will think we are just making stuff up when we let something slip?”

	“That makes sense, I think,” said Reggie, a little dubiously.

	“Well…” said Duncan, staring at his phone.

	“What?” exclaimed Susan. “You’ve been thinking again!”

	“I was thinking that perhaps the Mediaeval Quadrivium, dealt with witches, warlocks and demons,” said Duncan. “The Victorian ones with vampires and werewolves. Though David still hasn’t explained what it’s for. If he is the caretaker or guardian, he must know and must be responsible, or be connected with whoever is responsible for this change to us.”

	“And zombies,” said Susan, “don’t forget zombies.”

	“I suppose someone dealt with zombies in the Caribbean,” said Duncan. “I guess your granny knows. But today who is really evil? Stalin, Hitler and Pol Pot are dead.”

	“I suppose no leaders are really cutting it in the evil empire building stakes these days?” suggested Reggie.

	“There is Zak Crowther,” said Kate, “with his Community Postings social media empire. What sort of company needs a motto such as No Harm Done, eh?”

	“The logo is Comm-Post.org, with a hyphen in the middle,” said Duncan, “take out the dash and it’s really Compost.”

	They all laughed.

	“Why didn’t I see that before?” asked Reggie.

	“I dunno what we can do about it,” said Kate.

	“We could ask Mr Rachusen?” suggested Susan.

	“I have an idea that it’s not the sort of question he intends us to ask,” said Duncan.

	“What harm would it do?” said Kate. “I don’t think he wants us to ask anything! I’ll ask him, but we mustn’t trust the answer?”

	She fiddled with her phone.

	“Ah, Mr Rachusen? It’s Kate.”

	Kate nodded.

	“Yes, We were wondering about compost, not the gardening but the Internet, you said to be circumspect. Is that the sort of thing we are guardians about?”

	Kate twisted her hair nervously.

	“I see, thanks, bye.”

	“Well,” said Susan, “what did he say?”

	“We are only to ring if it’s a life and death emergency, but he doubts that no harm has been done? Oh and take advantage of the holidays to recharge our batteries for school. He’s expecting our results will be fine.”

	“Hmm,” mused Duncan, “that’s totally useless, he’s not going to tell us what to do right now?”

	“I think he is saying we don’t have to be saving the world in our holidays,” said Susan. “I think he doesn’t want us to do anything except the Bartitsu lessons at the dojo in Worcester.”

	“Actually he must be responsible for our change,” said Kate, “as otherwise why have all the stuff about the Quadrivium?”

	“You’re right Kate,” agreed Duncan. “However, what can we do about it? We can’t really go to the police. We need to hide the strangeness.”

	“I think then get some outfits to go with the cloaks and coats in the charity shops,” said Reggie. “We can enjoy this club house and board game anyway. No doubt if there is something else we are supposed to be doing he’ll tell us later or it will be obvious.”

	“But if Community Postings was purely legitimate, why are their privacy settings so useless?” said Duncan.

	“Probably to make money from advertisers and encourage larger networks of people,” said Kate. “That then encourages people to share more. More to the point, why are they selling cloud services and paying for anti-copyright lobby groups yet protective of their own content and ideas? Why have they got High Altitude Platforms, HAPs for free internet access, why do they promote Genie-Sys OS for phones, tablets and laptops? I find it hard to believe that they need all that for Community Postings, or make as much money from adverts as they claim when everyone is using ad blockers?”

	“When you put it like that,” said Duncan, “it’s certainly odd. I wonder do they own any of the other social media sites for sharing video, photos, interesting web articles or blogging?”

	“I’ll research it,” vowed Kate. “I’ll ask the two guys that run the computer club. Actually it’s the only social thing I’ve even been involved with in school. Maybe later we can figure out what Rachusen is really up to.”

	“Won’t your phone OS be telling Community Postings what you are doing?” remarked Susan. “Isn’t the Genie-Sys OS something to do with Community Postings?”

	“No,” said Kate, “mine is a Chinese brand and with an alternate version of Oracle’s JVM. I only run any apps not wanting unreasonable permissions, which admittedly isn’t many, most are insane. I don’t know if there is really any connection between the two corporations.”

	“Did you do all that yourself?” exclaimed Reggie.

	“Tom and Bert in the Computer club did it,” explained Kate. “I can use all this stuff but I can’t program like they can. I was a bit nervous that they would brick my phone. Dad warned me I’d not get another if it was broken, but Bert has the same model.”

	“I think social is a strange adjective to use in conjunction with computer people, Kate,” mused Reggie.

	“What about the Chinese owned Best Online Gaming site?” asked Susan.

	“Hmm…” muttered Kate searching. “It’s funny though, as well as bog.com and bog.cn they do own bog.us!”

	It was a wet summer, so there wasn’t the usual urging that they should be doing something outside instead of reading a book (or in Kate’s case being shouted at to at least get up out of bed and get dressed to read). They did get fed up winding up the extension cable between times.

	* * *

	“Dad,” said Duncan, “can I ask a question about our club house?”

	He folded the Sunday paper and set it beside the teapot. He pushed aside the scraps of his breakfast.

	“So what do you want?” replied Mr. Donne.

	“I wondered could I have my birthday present a bit early?” Duncan suggested. “Perhaps a Yale lock, a WiFi point and a proper power cable.”

	“It’s not till the 20th of November, so more than a little early. You don’t want a beer fridge too?”

	“Well, maybe it might be handy for milk or something,” said Duncan. “I wasn’t thinking of a fridge. We don’t drink beer. A heater would be more use and won’t run off our extension cable.”

	“Right, OK,” Mr Donne said decisively. “I’d maybe think you and your friends were more normal teenagers if you did want to drink beer and smoke down there. That’s not a suggestion. I’ll get insulation fitted if you still are using it after you go back to school. Certainly you lot have practically lived there this last few weeks. It will save on the electric bills. But we thought you might like a small second hand car for your birthday.”

	“Really?”

	“You can get the provisional now, it’s past the 20th of August. Do the test on or after your birthday, I’ll pay for lessons. Don’t worry, you didn’t need to bargain your birthday, I always meant to get power down there. A light and remote operated lock at the river walk gate too. It’s left open too often.”

	“Not by me,” insisted Duncan, “it must be Alex.”

	
Chapter 4: Lower Sixth

	They had made separate forays to the charity shops around town and raided parents, uncles, aunts and grandparents. One of the privileges of sixth form was that no uniform was required as long as the clothes, footwear and accessories were approved by the Form Master, which in their case was their Maths teacher Mr Rachusen. In theory the vice-principal or principal could veto. Some people doubted the principal actually existed.

	The four waylaid Mr. Rachusen after maths.

	“Is it OK to wear the coats and cloaks you gave us to school?” asked Duncan.

	“Yes, you’ll look a little unusual, but not as much so as some of the other sixth formers. I was a little surprised that the Goths are allowed, nearly thirty years ago the Punks were banned. A different VP then.”

	“What about the principal?” asked Kate.

	“Contrary to rumour,” said Mr. Rachusen, “he does exist. I doubt he’ll concern himself. Your RPG is a good wheeze, not available before!”

	“It’s not a true RPG,” insisted Kate. “It’s a board game.”

	They trooped to the sixth form section of the dinner hall, which was separate from the rest and sat together at the end of a table, Kate and Susan facing Reggie and Duncan. They got some stares from the other sixth formers. The three Goths were together with two friends, who, Duncan thought, would no doubt be Goths tomorrow. The rest of the sixth were just dressed fairly ordinary, mostly jeans. As the regular school had skirts for the girls, no-one in sixth had a dress or skirt apart from the Goth girl (in a black dress), Susan and Kate, who had dresses to suit their cloaks.

	Duncan could hear Bert and Tom discussing them. Perhaps they intended it.

	“Who’d have thought those four would be a clique,” said Bert, “no surprise they are all dressed old fashioned.”

	“It’s not bad,” whispered Tom, “the Goth thing is a bit old hat, maybe they are trying for a restrained steampunk sort of Victorian thing, not bad really.”

	Bert lowered his voice too after eating for a while. “Maybe.”

	“I heard they are into some sort of RPG related thing, a special board game,” said Jenny, “and it’s almost like cos-play outfits?”

	“At least they aren’t furries,” said Bert.

	“I don’t think old Ratchet would let them,” said Jenny, “besides, you’d get too hot. Maybe even catch fire in chemistry. I’m going to see will they let me join their club. They have their own shed with all mod cons at the bottom of Duncan Donne’s garden. Other than that what’s wrong with fur?”

	Duncan was puzzled by Jenny. Once she’d been a very popular person, but when she started getting more mature she’d become a loner. She was tall now, with long golden hair and a figure that was very distracting. She’d distanced herself from people the more physically attractive she’d become. Why did she want to join? She wasn’t very academic either.

	~

	“Ah, Kate,” said Jenny just after lunch.

	“Yes?”

	“Um, Can I join your club? Or is it Duncan’s?”

	“It’s not a club,” explained Kate, “so there isn’t anything to join.”

	“I like the clothes,” said Jenny.

	“Feel free to visit the charity shops here or in Worcester, I got the bus and went to Worcester on my own after tramping around here and pestering my relatives. We didn’t co-ordinate or anything, we just read the same sort of books and play a board game at Duncan’s. It’s only for four players.”

	“Oh. So it’s not like the Goths?”

	“I think, Jenny,” Kate explained gently, “you don’t join the Goths, you either are one or not, I suspect it’s not just about black clothes, bold make-up and pale skin. But the last five years you ignored me, you have lots of friends?”

	“Yes, I suppose.”

	Kate watched Jenny walk off. She was a little jealous of Jenny’s appearance and felt she’d been mean. She realized that Jenny actually hadn’t hung out with anyone for ages. Yet in earlier years she’d been very popular. Why had she been so unpleasant?

	* * *

	After tea, Kate, Reggie and Susan had agreed to meet to study in the shed. None of them had ever done homework or study together with others outside school.

	“We have a problem,” said Kate.

	“Jenny?” suggested Duncan. “I heard her, Bert and Tom discussing us at dinner.”

	“She waylaid me wanting to join our club!” exclaimed Kate. “I’m afraid I was a little sharp with her.”

	“Quite an irony,” said Susan, “considering she used to be a centre of attraction.”

	“She likes the outfits,” said Kate. “I told her that there is no club and she can go get whatever she wants in the charity shops. I explained the board game is four players only.”

	“Hmm,” said Duncan, “that’s a good line. I was going to say my parents have to approve anyone to come here if she pestered me. Which is probably true. Dad did quiz me about you three.”

	“Ha!” exclaimed Reggie. “I bet he was just puzzled. My dad was. He said I’d never bothered with you lot for five years, so why now, so I said it was all four of us got the prizes and then Kate had the board game idea.”

	“We better get the homework done first or we’ll be banned,” said Duncan.

	“Some music?” suggested Susan. “I see you found an old hi-fi, Duncan. More comfortable than earphones.”

	“I’m not sure,” said Duncan, “maybe we’d not like the same stuff. Earphones tonight. Experiment on Saturday when we have free time.”

	“I want to listen without earphones,” said Susan. “I always do my homework that way.”

	“No,” insisted Duncan.

	“It’s not up to you, Duncan,” insisted Reggie.

	“It’s my hi-fi and my shed,” retorted Duncan.

	“I thought it belonged to your parents and they were loaning it as long as we are friends?” insisted Kate.

	“I’m in charge,” insisted Duncan.

	Kate put on her cloak and packed her bag. “We never decided that. Goodnight.”

	“Good riddance,” said Duncan.

	“Reggie,” cried Susan, “stop her!”

	The door slammed as Kate went out.

	“I’m not in charge of Kate,” said Reggie, “besides it’s your fault, you provoked Duncan.”

	“My fault?” shouted Susan.

	“I’m not staying here to fight with you two.” Reggie put on his coat and packed his books.

	“Reggie,” said Duncan, “please stay.”

	But Reggie left.

	“It’s all your fault for being bossy!” shouted Susan. “Anyway, brown is a stupid superpower.”

	“My fault?” exclaimed Duncan. “You’ve no right to shout at me, get out. Accessorizing is a pretty stupid superpower.”

	“I’ve as much right to be here as you,” insisted Susan, “besides it’s really throwing. Also your parents fixed up this for all of us!”

	“Right,” said Duncan gathering his books. “You stay then. You can live here for all I care.”

	He went out slamming the door.

	Susan stared at the door.

	“It wasn’t my fault,” she muttered. She plugged her phone into the hi-fi and stared at the homework question. After a few minutes she got up and turned everything off and went home via the gate to the river path.

	* * *

	Reggie looked around the classroom. Kate and Susan were both missing. They both gave out of coverage errors when he tried to call them. He ignored Duncan. Then thought maybe he was being childish.

	He called Susan’s home number at lunch time.

	“Mrs Smith?” he said, “is Susan OK, I don’t see here at school?”

	“I expect the police will want to talk to you and your friends, she’s missing. She never came home last night.”

	“She was with Duncan in the shed last night when I left early, that’s the last I saw her.”

	There was silence.

	“I guess the police will want to talk to Duncan if that’s true.” Mrs. Smith hung up.

	Next he rang Kate’s home. Mrs Kelliher answered eventually.

	“It’s me, Reggie, Reginald Rimmel,” he explained. “Is Kate there?”

	“She is, but won’t talk, she’s in bed.”

	“Is she OK?”

	“Well,” said Mrs. Kelliher, “that’s between her and me.”

	“Tell her that Susan is missing. The police may call to interview her later.”

	Eventually he found Duncan in the library. Dinner time was nearly over.

	“I’m sorry about last night,” said Reggie. “The police might want to talk to us later as Susan is missing.”

	“Um,” said Duncan, “perhaps I should be apologising, I was a pig last night. How do you know that Susan is missing?”

	“I rang her home when I saw she and Kate weren’t in today and there was no answer on the mobile. I don’t think I was brilliant either. We need to learn to disagree without exploding.”

	“I’m afraid I didn’t even notice,” said Duncan. “I guess I was too self engrossed.”

	The bell rang.

	“Will I call in after school?” asked Reggie.

	“Yes,” agreed Duncan.

	Kate was mysteriously in the next class, and in her outfit. Reggie felt a fool for wearing ordinary clothes, jeans and runners. Duncan though had been wearing his ordinary clothes too. Reggie sat beside her.

	“You coming to the shed after school?” he whispered. “Duncan is sorry and Susan is missing.”

	“He’s really sorry?”

	“I think so,” said Reggie. “I’m sorry too.”

	“See you then. I’ve no idea about Susan. I hope nothing has happened to her.”

	Reggie found a tiny note in his pocket.

	“Don’t contact me. D.R. Eat.”

	So he did.

	
Chapter 5: Where is Susan?

	Mrs. Smith had unfortunately told the police that Susan was friendly with her teacher, David Rachusen. Susan had mentioned a meeting in his basement.

	David answered the door to two plain clothes policemen. They flashed their ID cards showing that they were both Detectives, Kenneth Jones and William Longman.

	“It’s about the missing student, Susan Smith. She is in your class?”

	“You better come in. Actually, she and Kate Kelliher were both missing this morning. It happens occasionally, a girl thing, a few take a day off.”

	They sat down in the kitchen.

	“She’s not here?” suggested Ken.

	“Why would she be?” David considered. “She and her three friends were here once in the summer. We discussed their future careers.”

	“In the basement?” asked Will.

	“I’m sure they explored,” explained David, “these are big old houses. Have a look around.”

	They got up and opened the two doors opposite the stove. One was a cupboard and the other had descending steps.

	“It’s a coal cellar,” explained David. “There is a hatch in the street. Fortunately we are on high ground here and it doesn’t get flooded from the Avon.” He turned on the light.

	They went down and indeed it was just the coal cellar extending under the street. They looked around the rest of the house, all three floors and the attic garrets.

	“You’ve no idea were she might be?”

	“Perhaps back at the shed where she and her friends meet. It’s at Duncan Donne’s house.”

	“We know were it is,” he paused. “I’m afraid we have a warrant to search your laptop. If you can sign the receipt and give us the passwords?”

	David shut down the laptop on the kitchen table and wrote a user name and password. Then wrote ‘key ring’ and a second password.

	“You’ll want someone expert in Linux. When do I get it back? It has material for my classes.”

	“I can’t say,” replied Will.

	“Off to the Donne’s now, Will?” Ken asked the other detective who was driving.

	“Yes,” said Will, “do you think she’s just gone off somewhere or something serious has happened?”

	“Her parents are up the wall, they think the worst, though I’ve only spoken to Janet Smith. Susan has no passport, doesn’t know any of the distant relatives abroad. Her Aunt Selena in Worcester hasn’t seen her either.”

	“David Rachusen seems harmless,” said Ken, “there is no hint of anything. Not long a widower but no relatives.”

	“So he should be our main suspect then,” argued Will.

	~

	“Follow me,” said Mrs Donne. She knocked on the shed door and Duncan opened it. They all went in.

	“Duncan, these two detectives, Ken Jones and Will Longman, are asking about Susan,” she said. “That’s Kate Kelliher and Reggie or Reginald Rimmel.” Mrs. Donne gestured vaguely.

	“We wondered if any of you know were Susan Smith might be?” asked Will.

	“No,” said Duncan, “I was last out, she was still here then, I don’t know what time. It wasn’t late. We’d had a stupid argument about what to play on the hi-fi, so everyone went early. We are very worried and can’t imagine what has happened to her. She’d not have done anything silly just because we had an argument. Really I was the worst and she was just stubborn. We are all a bit stubborn, so it’s remarkable it was our first serious argument.”

	Ken looked at the board game. It looked complicated.

	“It was about a quarter to eight that Duncan came in,” said Mrs Donne.

	“Has she left anything,” said Ken, “no note?”

	“Nothing,” said Duncan, “it’s quite unexpected. We are very worried. She would have gone home via the river path. It’s a short cut.”

	“What was she wearing?” asked Ken.

	The description Duncan gave matched what her mother said, Ken thought.

	“Thanks,” said Will. “We’ll call back if there are any more questions or developments.”

	“You drive to the Smiths and I’ll walk by the river,” said Ken. “Call the station and get them to check the river and the walk too. My colleague will follow you later Mrs. Dunne, we need to discuss something.”

	Will let Mrs Donne walk on ahead.

	“I’ll do that, Ken,” Will said softly. “Don’t you think they seem remarkably unconcerned?”

	“Hard to say,” said Ken. “They are hardly likely to be emotional now seeing as they were aware early this morning she was missing. Perhaps they do know something. We can’t easily question them without a parent or a solicitor. No evidence that they are hiding anything.”

	“I suppose so,” said Will. “The row, such as it was, sounds like a normal teenage storm in a tea cup. My money is on Rachusen or a random stranger mugging her and pushing her into the river.”

	Later Ken walked out on to the river path. The path was dry, there had been no rain or even overnight dew. Could she have fallen into the river? It didn’t seem likely by accident.

	* * *

	David opened the cupboard door in the kitchen, pulled it closed and went down the stairs in the dark. Anyone else would only find a cupboard. He lit the oil lamp in the upper basement room, opened the secret door on the fireplace, closed it and went down the spiral stairs poorly lit with bulbs on the wall. The next room was brightly lit. He sat at the workstation and browsed the messages.

	In theory he was autonomous. But serious questions would be asked by the council if Susan came to any harm. His worm in the mobile phone company had reported that her phone had gone offline at 20:04 the previous evening not long after she had left the shed. The others had left first. He doubted she could come to harm in the river. Somehow there had been a leak and an enemy had kidnapped her. But which enemy, the Fay or a faction of his own people? He closed the process windows and leaned back, closed his eyes. Think! Where could the leak be?

	He reviewed his files on the other sixth formers. Who could be already be a spy?

	He studied Jenny Warwick’s file. How had he missed her? For five years! He couldn’t use the phone in case the police checked it, or the records. He checked the kids’ phone records. Probably at the shed. He’d risk it. He put on his disguise and went up the emergency exit.

	~

	Reggie opened the door after the knock. “I don’t think we ordered a pizza?”

	“Let me in and I’ll explain,” said Mr Rachusen.

	Reggie stepped back in surprise at the well known voice on the unknown face.

	He set down the pizza. “Help yourselves in a minute,” he said. “I can’t stay, but I need to know, was anyone asking about you, wanting to join in or anything, or for you to meet them?”

	“I heard Jenny talking to Bert and Tom in school,” said Duncan. “I don’t think they meant me to hear, my hearing sometimes is very acute now.”

	“Jenny asked me right out about joining our club,” explained Kate.

	“She’s probably working for an enemy. There are various unconnected enemies as well as factions of our own people. I suspect someone Jenny knows has kidnapped Susan. Unless it’s something else. Susan will probably be fine if it’s just Jenny’s family. Conceivably it’s a mistake. Possibly Jenny is too obvious and thus a subtle trap and Jenny won’t know she is expendable if it’s a trap. I better go. Here’s a rat, Reggie, train him and be nice to him and he might carry messages. Or something. He’s not really exactly tame or wild. I had him for Biology class, but I’m not doing that this year.”

	“How can you look like a young man?” asked Reggie.

	“I can talk like one too,” said David Rachusen, changing his voice. “My superpower, There really is a pizza delivery person like this. I need to wake him and give him back the scooter. Bye.”

	“But why Jenny?” called Duncan. Either David hadn’t heard or didn’t want to answer. He was gone.

	“You saw him different?” said Kate. “He looked and sounded just the same as ever to me. I’m convinced now he’s some sort of hypnotist.”

	“I saw him as he normally is once he spoke,” said Duncan. “He must have some sort of hypnotism ability.”

	Duncan latched the door. The rat and Kate were eating pizza.

	“He isn’t that fond of Pizza,” explained Reggie, “only if it’s cooled and no chillies. It seems chillies are one thing he won’t even try eating.” Reggie separated the slice the rat was eating and put it and the rat on the floor.

	“Is he going to be your pet?”

	Reggie stared at the rat.

	“No, he seems to envisage a more independent relationship. I provide security, food, water and he might occasionally help out. No cage, I think. I think David may have had him in a small cage. I suppose a box with a hole out in the garden. Well, it won’t be the oddest thing I’ve ever done at home.”

	“It doesn’t sound very positive,” said Kate, “but then I’ve never heard of any rodent being domesticated like a horse or dog? Sounds more like a cat.”

	The rat flattened itself to the floor.

	“He doesn’t generally understand English,” said Reggie. “But don’t use the D or C words, they make him nervous.”

	There was a small damp patch on the floor boards.

	“Just as well you don’t live near the restaurant,” said Kate.

	“I was thinking,” said Duncan setting down a half eaten piece of pizza. “Jenny Warwick. Is there anything odd about her family? Mr Rachusen seemed to suggest she is acting for her family.”

	Kate looked up Warwick and occult on the internet.

	“Nothing I can find easily coupling the name with the occult in particular,” said Kate, “but I see, that although the Vatican regards genuine demonic possession as rare, with many suspected cases proving to be people with mental illnesses, Pope Francis has urged dioceses to ensure that they follow Catholic law and have at least one trained exorcist each. I never knew the Catholics still take it seriously.”

	“That’s not useful,” said Reggie.

	“I know,” said Kate. “I just thought it was interesting.”

	“It must be something about her family in particular,” mused Duncan, “loads of people are called Warwick. I think Jenny’s family have been in the Netherton and Tewkesbury areas for practically forever. Whatever it is we won’t find it on the Internet.”

	“We can invite her here to play tomorrow if Susan is still missing and subtly question her,” suggested Kate. “She was mad keen.”

	* * *

	Kate met Jenny at dinner time and apologised for the previous conversation.

	“Cool!” exclaimed Jenny. “Do I have to dress up?”

	Kate winced; “Only if you want to. Come at 7:30 pm sharp to the river gate. It will be open.”

	~

	Kate was waiting at the gate and quietly used the key on the deadlock. The gate was in a high chain link fence.

	She smells of dog, was a suggestion Reggie got from the rat. Reggie couldn’t smell it.

	Duncan double locked the deadbolt on the door behind Kate and Jenny.

	Perhaps because she’s pretending to be human, was the rat suggestion Reggie sensed, though the rat didn’t use words or language.

	They all sat down.

	“Thanks for letting me come,” she smiled. “I do hope Susan turns up safely soon.”

	“Like some hot chocolate?” suggested Reggie, “we always have hot chocolate first.”

	“Not for me,” said Jenny. “I’m allergic to chocolate. So what are the rules?”

	Reggie took off his long coat.

	“The rules are that none of us are leaving till you tell us what your family has done with Susan!” shouted Reggie.

	He flung his coat at her.

	“Grab her!”

	She started changing and Duncan tipped up the table.

	Reggie and Kate grabbed her, Kate hung onto the neck of the werewolf grimly as it snarled and snapped. Duncan threw the table cloth over the head and twisted it. Reggie sat on Jenny’s rump. Really changing had been a bad decision as she was tangled in her own clothes. She changed back to a girl. She was extremely strong so it was with difficulty that they tied her to the pillar that went to the ceiling. Then they wrapped a blanket and a table cloth around her. Duncan fetched a clothes line and trussed her tightly with very many knots.

	“Do you think she can get loose, Kate?” asked Duncan.

	“No, I think she is quite secure even if she changes again,” said Kate.

	“I thought they needed a full moon?” suggested Duncan.

	“The moon is irrelevant,” said Jenny, “well, nearly, I do want to change and howl at it, but I don’t have to. Aren’t you going to take a drink and let me go?”

	“A drink?” said Kate.

	“Aren’t you vampires?”

	“I don’t think so,” Duncan said doubtfully. “I can’t even stand black pudding. Are you a proper werewolf?”

	“I’m sure Susan is fine,” suggested Jenny, “my Great Uncle Andrew is the pack leader. There’s been no vampires in England for a long time, so I wondered if you were recently, um, converted. Except maybe for Duncan, or perhaps Kate, none of you are the typical background. I don’t know why she hasn’t come back.”

	“I’m nearly sure we would know if we were vampires,” explained Kate. “Why would you think we are?”

	“Maybe you smell like them?” suggested Jenny. “I could be mistaken as I’ve only read about them, I’ve never met any. But you don’t smell properly human, though I don’t actually know what a vampire smells like. Your relatives do smell perfectly human, so you must be vampires, nothing else converts humans. You sure aren’t zombies.”

	“Would your great uncle really know what a vampire smells like?” said Duncan. He sat down.

	“Sure,” agreed Jenny, “he’s widely travelled, I think he has some vampire acquaintances he emails and skypes. He has a special vampire friend in Hungary, Nikoli, he hasn’t visited since I was born. Vampires and werewolves get on fine, contrary to some modern ideas. Any chance you can untie me? I think I’m losing circulation, this isn’t fun. Also my bra is round my waist. I didn’t mind if you wanted a little sip each, you’re sure you’re not vampires?” She tilted her head to better expose her neck.

	“Are all werewolves like you about vampires?” said Duncan.

	“I don’t think so. I just thought it would be cool to be bitten a little.”

	“We need a manual, Duncan,” muttered Kate. “Would the rat know if we are vampires?”

	“The rat doesn’t know what a vampire is,” said Reggie. “I get the impression we are not proper humans, we are just mostly human. The rat and I don’t have conversations as such. Jenny, how would we know if we are vampires? No reflection or something?”

	“No,” said Jenny, “of course vampires have reflections. How would that work? I’d guess you’d like drinking blood?”

	“You’re clueless?” suggested Kate.

	“So my family always says,” admitted Jenny. “You are something not exactly human. Dogs would know too, but wouldn’t care nor be able to tell you. They are pretty dumb. Obsessed with smells, eating and sex.”

	“Like some people then,” suggested Kate.

	“We’ll untie her?” suggested Duncan. “Can you phone your great uncle and find out what has happened to Susan, seeing as he will know that she isn’t a vampire?”

	“I can’t reach my phone right now.” Jenny smiled.

	“Why do I want to pat you when you smile like that?” said Kate.

	“I guess after thousands of years living beside ordinary humans we are bit more doggy than wolfy.”

	“Wolfy isn’t a word,” insisted Kate. “Actually you didn’t much look like a wolf. More like a collie.”

	Jenny looked very upset. They untied her and made coffee while she re-arranged her clothes.

	“You don’t like being compared to a collie?” said Kate.

	“No, anyway, I only look a little like a collie,” said Jenny. “I’m a long haired golden wolf.”

	“Sorry.” Kate had never heard of such an animal, but it was a more accurate description than collie.

	“Actually we don’t have chocolate,” Reggie admitted. “The rat suggested you were doggy so I supposed you might turn down chocolate if werewolves were like dogs. I know chocolate can kill a dog. I couldn’t see any other reason for the rat to be convinced you aren’t human.”

	“Yes, it’s as well people didn’t know about dogs and chocolate till more recently.”

	“Do find out about Susan,” said Kate. “Were you not curious?”

	“No, I wanted to come and get bitten,” explained Jenny. “I should have asked him earlier, the mobe was flat when I remembered, then I forgot.”

	“The police are investigating and you forgot?” said Duncan. “Are we really supposed to believe that?”

	“It does sound a bit feeble,” admitted Jenny. “I’ve been pretty miserable lately. I don’t exactly fit in with the other werewolves. I know my parents are very disappointed. Then too they raised the school leaving age. School is stressful.”

	She got out her phone and called her great uncle.

	“Uncle Andrew?” she said and put the phone down on the now righted table in speaker-phone mode. “It’s Jenny, It’s about that dark girl, Susan, perhaps she’s not a vampire. Her friends are worried about her. I think technically I’m their prisoner, but I expect they aren’t going to hurt me or keep me. They don’t even want a little nip, due to not being vampires.”

	“Jenny,” said Andrew, “you are a class one idiot, as is my niece, your mother, for listening to you. Anyway no vampire would want to bite you. They only want willing humans. Whatever Susan is, it’s not a vampire, that’s why we took her away. We were worried this was some kind of threat. She’s not telling me what she is. I’m beginning to suspect that she is as stupid as you are. Can I talk to one of her friends? How are you able to use your phone?”

	“You are on speaker phone, they are here. I think they might have a familiar, a rat, I can smell him and he seems to talk to them. Or at least to Reggie. Maybe they are wizards?”

	There was spluttering from the speaker. “Idiot. It can’t be a familiar unless one or more is a wizard or witch. Susan isn’t one, whatever she is.”

	“Kate?” said Duncan.

	“Yes,” said Reggie, “you talk, Kate.”

	“Um,” said Kate, “I’m Kate Kelliher. We aren’t too clear on what we are, it sort of happened end of the last summer term. Can we just have Susan back in one undamaged piece and we’ll forget about it? We’ll have to come up with an explanation for Susan being missing, unless you have any good ideas. Jenny used to be very popular at school, but has never been one of the brighter ones in class. I guess you are all werewolves and that’s why Jenny now isn’t so keen on friends?”

	There was silence.

	“You still there, Andrew?” said Kate.

	“What are you going to do with Jenny if I don’t let Susan go? Just hypothetically, Susan is quite unharmed, I’m just curious.”

	“I’d guess try and persuade her to tell us where you live, then let her go. I’ve started a reverse search on your phone number anyway, I’m quite good at stuff like that, Jenny seems to have phoned a land line. Ah, a manor near Tewkesbury. I know now who you are, your Grace.”

	“Do you have to let Jenny go?” moaned Andrew. “Grace is for a Duke, I’m not a Duke.”

	“Much as she is amusing at times in class,” said Kate, “I’m sure we can’t afford to feed her. Possibly her mum and dad might miss her.”

	“You don’t have bullets or a wooden stake?”

	“Uncle!” gasped Jenny.

	“I thought werewolves needed silver bullets and stakes were for vampires,” said Duncan.

	“No,” insisted Andrew, “any kind of bullets or a stake will kill just about anything if in a vital place, even silver bullets are useless if they don’t hit anything vital, we heal extremely quickly. I’ve no idea how to explain Susan’s absence. I’ll insist she wandered in and fell into the ice house, where I just found her. This is Jenny’s mess. She can lick it up. Will I drop Susan near your back entrance?”

	“You know where it is?” said Duncan.

	“Of course,” said Andrew, “that’s were she was snatched. We’ll head off now. Do whatever you want with Jenny, she’s not my pup.”

	He hung up.

	“We maybe shouldn’t unlock the gate or let Jenny go just yet,” said Duncan. “They or Susan can ring the doorbell I fitted.”

	“We need to think up a story for the police and Susan’s family.”

	“I’m sorry,” said Jenny, “I didn’t think Uncle Andrew would keep her overnight, or indeed take her away at all.”

	* * *

	This time the pizza was really ordered and came to the house. Reggie removed a small piece for the rat.

	“So what we going to tell my family and the police?” said Susan. “I didn’t even see anyone as they dropped a sack over me, and then I was either hooded or in the dark. I don’t even know where I was.”

	“I figured out the address because Jenny rang her uncle’s land line,” explained Kate. “They are all werewolves. As is Jenny, though she’s not a very convincing wolf. She thought that we are vampires. Her Uncle Andrew knew you weren’t.”

	“They just kept asking what was I?” said Susan. “I kept saying a human girl, and they insisted I wasn’t. They seemed worried that I was part of some sort of conspiracy. How come all this weird stuff is all real and happening at the same time?”

	“Probably because everything weird hides from humans and is very curious about people that look human and aren’t,” suggested Jenny.

	“It seems we are not actually entirely human any more,” said Duncan, “the rat and the werewolves agree. We need a manual, instruction book or text book.”

	“You must have some idea?” insisted Jenny. “You may have been human, but you certainly are not proper humans now.”

	“We are an apprentice Quadrivium, a sort of superhero team,” said Reggie.

	“I’m not sure we should have told Jenny that,” said Kate. “Though it may be entirely made up.”

	“I’ve no idea what a quad thingy is,” insisted Jenny. “Anyone not like the meaty bits?”

	“I’ve texted your mum and Mr Rachusen saying you are found and we will bring you home shortly,” said Kate. “We’ll let your mum talk to the police, but they’ll want to talk to at least you later, Susan. Jenny, forget about the Quadrivium.”

	Kate’s mobile rang.

	“Uh huh,” said Kate, “right.”

	She pocketed her mobile.

	“I’ve no idea what he’s up to, Susan,” said Kate. “Mr Rachusen is meeting your mum. He says to ignore the police and they will forget about it. You aren’t to mention it to your mum. Just go home, let yourself in and appear at breakfast. Tell people in school you were away visiting Jenny’s great uncle and your mum mixed up the date.”

	“Sounds unlikely,” said Susan.

	“That’s good then,” said Jenny brightly, “so what about a bite?”

	“We aren’t vampires,” insisted Reggie. “I’ve no desire at all to drink blood.”

	“Would the rat bite me a little? Is he some sort of special rat?”

	“Jenny,” said Reggie, “the rat doesn’t want to bite you. I’m also reasonably sure, even for a werewolf, getting bitten by a rat isn’t good. Seriously, I think you need some sort of counselling. As far as I know, the rat is simply a rat. Of course I might be wrong. I did think you were just a girl. We are not vampires.”

	“You must have some idea?” insisted Jenny. “You may have been human, I’m sure you mostly were last year, but you certainly are not very human now.”

	“You said that a minute ago and then Reggie answered you,” said Kate. “Don’t you remember?”

	“No, I’m sure I didn’t,” said Jenny, “so what ideas do you have?”

	Kate and Reggie looked at each other.

	“None,” said Reggie. “It started some weeks before the exams, last spring. We haven’t a clue.”

	“Can I go now?” said Jenny.

	“I suppose so,” said Kate.

	“Can I come back?” said Jenny.

	“No,” said Duncan, “I think we are all agreed the game is only for four and it’s too crowded in here for more than four.”

	“Oh Duncan,” said Kate, “we can so fit in Jenny, let’s vote. I’ll adapt the game. Reggie can be Game Master.”

	“Do you have like shiny superhero suits?” said Jenny. “What sort of superpowers?”

	“You can talk to us in school,” said Kate. “We don’t mind if you wear Victorian or early Edwardian clothes. We don’t have shiny Lycra suits, or do proper superpower stuff, obviously we are a little odd, that’s all.”

	“We only talk about odd stuff here in the shed as it’s private,” explained Reggie, “we can hardly agree how to run it ourselves.”

	“You don’t mind me being a werewolf?” insisted Jenny.

	“Not at all,” said Duncan, “as long as you are not breaking the law, you know eating people, or kidnapping.”

	“The kidnapping was a misunderstanding, sorry,” said Jenny. “We don’t eat people or dogs, only the sorts of animals you eat, approximately.”

	“At least you know what you are,” added Susan, sounding a bit cross.

	“We’ll vote,” said Reggie. “Face the wall Jenny. Rock, paper, scissors. For abstain, no or yes. Majority rule.”

	They all did scissors.

	“It’s unanimous, Jenny,” said Reggie, getting up. “You are in.”

	Jenny bounded over then hugged and kissed him. Reggie gently disentangled her.

	“Thanks!”

	“We’ll all walk with you as far as your gate, Susan,” suggested Kate.

	So they did.

	* * *

	Later Kate remarked to Reggie on the way home. “I seem to have power to affect people’s memory. I’ve noticed it with others. I told Jenny to forget you had mentioned Quadrivium. She literally did.”

	“I noticed,” said Reggie. “I suspect we all are affecting people we talk to. I’ve noticed at home and school that people rarely disagree with me now.”

	“It would add a new dimension to petting if she had a human boyfriend.”

	“I agree,” said Reggie, “when she laughs or smiles you feel like patting her and saying good dog. But we didn’t react that way to her last year? It was strange, I didn’t feel like a beautiful girl was hugging me. Unless I’ve gone strange. Kiss me Kate!”

	“Really?”

	“If you don’t mind?” suggested Reggie. “I’m not kidding. Just this once as an experiment.”

	Kate was dubious. Still, she had felt strangely jealous when Jenny hugged and kissed Reggie.

	“I don’t normally kiss people just because they ask.” Though she couldn’t remember anyone wanting to before.

	“Well?” said Kate after stepping back and nearly tripping.

	“You don’t look as sexy,” said Reggie, “but you are way sexier. Sorry. Maybe that doesn’t sound right. Obviously Jenny doesn’t have human pheromones or something. She looks good to eat but tastes wrong if you know what I mean?”

	“We must be starting to see things as they really are,” quipped Kate. “Isn’t that what David said? Didn’t we all feel conscious this term that there was something odd about Jenny? I was rude to her in a way that I never am when she asked in school about joining us.”

	They walked on down the street. At her gate, Kate turned to Reggie and kissed him again. Then dashed up the path.

	“You’re nicer than you look too,” she called, then laughed and let herself in. She thought though that over the summer Duncan, Reggie and herself had got a bit taller. Susan had slimmed a little. Though she ate as much as she could, she was still very thin. Probably it would be a bad idea to see a doctor. Perhaps the Bartitsu and the associated exercises at home had helped. But her asthma, Duncan’s hearing, Reggie’s eyesight and Susan’s back had all started clearing up before that mysterious presentation just before the exams last term. Something very odd was happening to them. Not human?

	* * *

	They had Mr Rachusen for maths last thing on Friday so hung back.

	“We need training, manuals, textbooks or something,” said Reggie. “You need to tell us more. There is seriously weird stuff.”

	“I’m sorry, I forgot about the werewolves and it was very remiss of me to not spot Jenny Warwick, she was bound to notice that you are different. The fact is, I’m not very competent any longer. The werewolves are quite unprincipled, they could have been working for anyone. I even wondered was Jenny a trap because she was so obvious about asking to join you.”

	“She seems to be just an idiot,” said Kate. “I always thought her head was full of sweetie mice. Are all werewolves like her?”

	“Unfortunately most are smarter and more malicious. However werewolves are very loyal if they become friends.”

	“Her uncle was hopeful we wouldn’t let Jenny go,” said Duncan. “But he and Jenny and your rat insist we are not human. How can that be?”

	“What about a training course at half term, perhaps in Germany?” asked Mr Rachusen. “There is a good Quadrivium there. They will answer your questions.”

	“I’m sure only Duncan can afford that,” said Susan.

	“I’ll arrange it, nothing to pay,” said Mr. Rachusen. “I’ll sort it with your parents and the principal, through the school.”

	“What did you say to my mother about me missing?” said Susan.

	“Mostly the truth,” said Mr. Rachusen, “then encouraged them to forget it. If someone from school asks them who you were visiting, they likely won’t remember you were away, or think you went with Jenny to visit her great uncle in Tewkesbury.

	“Do you flash a light in people’s eyes?” asked Kate.

	“Why would I do… Ah, no I don’t need to do that,” he said. “So seven or eight days or a little more if I can get you off early on the twenty-third of October.”

	“Yes,” agreed Kate enigmatically, “I suspected you didn’t need to do that.” Later she got the others to agree to tell Rachusen nothing more, and to only listen and say little in Germany. The proposal of a trip to Germany was quite a surprise.

	
Chapter 6: The Bartitsu Dojo

	The leaves made the trees beautiful in the early morning autumn sunshine, green, olive, gold, brown, yellow and orange. Duncan puzzled about the brown. How exactly did his superpower work? What did it do? It was Saturday morning and they were travelling to the dojo in Worcester that they had all signed up to at the beginning of the summer.

	Susan was fantastic at throwing, judo and wrestling. Well, he thought, she has a physique to suit wrestling. Kate was blindingly fast and brilliant fencing with the stick or foil. She was slight, almost like a ballet dancer and moved fluidly. He wasn’t bad at karate and judo but nothing like as good as Susan at close wrestling. Reggie was best at kicking and not too bad with karate or fencing, but not as fast and fluid at fencing as Kate. They were, as David Rachusen had predicted, getting very fast and unusually strong for their size and physique. They were all getting fitter too with the practising. Without the training they might have ended up accidentally injuring or killing someone. Some of the trains were over 45 minutes, but they had been able to get a time slot to suit the 25 minute train. Fortunately the Foregate Street station in Worcester was a short walk to the unusual dojo. It would be good when he got a car. He leaned over to Susan.

	“Any ideas where we will eat tonight?”

	“Oh yes,” said Susan, “part of the fun though is walking around, being spontaneous.”

	“My mum wasn’t sure,” said Kate, “but I convinced her that you know Worcester well.”

	“I did live here till I was eleven,” said Susan.

	“You did tell us,” said Reggie.

	“We’ll maybe even pop in and see my aunt later before we get the last train,” said Susan. “If we stay that late.”

	~

	“I’d like a Chinese,” said Kate after they had finished in the dojo. “Do you know anywhere good, Reggie?”

	“No,” he said, “why should I know?”

	“I suppose I assumed because your dad has a restaurant?”

	“Duncan’s dad is a solicitor,” said Susan. “I’m sure he doesn’t know all the best solicitors in Worcester.”

	“He might,” said Duncan, which wasn’t helpful.

	“I’ll ring dad,” said Reggie. “You do know we aren’t Chinese, Kate?”

	“Like I’m not Irish.”

	“OK,” admitted Reggie, “my Grandparents on both sides are from Malaysia. I suppose we are ethnically Han Chinese rather than Malay. But you aren’t Irish?”

	“I said so,” said Kate. “I think all Mum and Dad’s grandparents came from Ireland. I’ve never been there.”

	“Are we going to stand here at the dojo arguing and doing family history?” said Duncan. “I suppose you know somewhere good to eat, Susan?”

	“No,” said Susan. “I eat at my Aunt Selena’s.”

	“Spontaneous is all very well,” said Kate, “but I’m hungry.”

	Reggie sighed and called his dad.

	Kate navigated them on her mobe. Fortunately it wasn’t too far.

	“Can you all use chopsticks?” asked Reggie.

	“I can,” said Kate.

	Duncan and Susan couldn’t.

	“They’ll have knives and forks,” said Reggie. “Likely you’d have to specially ask for chopsticks.”

	“Can you order in Chinese for us?” said Kate.

	“I don’t speak any kind of Chinese,” said Reggie. “Even if I did, likely it would be different from the Chinese the waiter or waitress speaks, assuming they are even Chinese. Only the written language is universal. Anyway, the menu is all in English.”

	“So how did your dad know this place?” said Kate.

	“The owner is the chairman of the Worcestershire Chinese Association,” said Reggie. “He organises the Chinese New Year celebrations. My dad has got no idea what it’s like.”

	“I suppose then I could have found it on the Internet,” muttered Kate.

	It did prove to be very good.

	~

	“We can cut through here to my Aunt’s house,” said Susan. “We are nearly there.”

	There was a commotion ahead. Seven men were menacing five Goths, two boys and three girls. One man had started to choke one of the Goth lads. The Goths were backed up to the wall.

	“It’s the ones from school!” cried Reggie.

	They dashed forward. Kate grabbed Reggie’s walking stick and dashed in first. The Bashers already had their knives out. Susan started flinging giant disc like ear-rings, hitting four attackers on their necks. She snapped a large beaded necklace and flung the balls at the attacker’s feet sure that her friends could avoid them. Then she cast aside the bag, rushed in and kicked one of the attackers. Kate was holding back two attackers with Reggie’s cane.

	It was like a dance, a ballet, the four friends were perfectly co-ordinated. The Goths stayed against the wall, out of the fight.

	Reggie was kicking back an assailant. Duncan felled one with a karate chop to the neck and floored another with a judo throw. Susan wrestled one to the ground and sat on him. Shortly they had them all trussed up with the cords from the necklaces and the attackers’ belts.

	Susan ripped strips from her petticoat to use as bandages as they all seemed to have knife wounds. There was quite a bit of blood on the concrete alley though none of the wounds looked serious.

	Brenda and Jim reached toward the knives.

	“Don’t touch them,” said Reggie. “Fingerprints! Gently kick them away from the men.”

	The other two Goth girls, Ruby and Samantha, helped Brenda bind the knife wounds on the four rescuers.

	“You might need some stitches,” suggested Jim, the Goths’ leader.

	“Like to come with us for a cup of tea before the train?” said Susan. “My aunt is expecting us and lives only around the corner. She’ll know if we need stitches.”

	“Er, yes,” said Jim.

	“What about them?” asked Brenda. “Will I phone the police?”

	“I’d rather you didn’t,” insisted Reggie.

	“We’ll tell the folk in the shop around the corner,” said Susan. “He can phone.”

	“We’ll get you!” shouted one of the trussed assailants.

	“Be silent!” commanded Reggie. Strangely this worked.

	“Forget us!” commanded Kate. She was sure now they would.

	Susan picked up the vintage shoulder bag which was no longer offering any jewellery.

	Duncan on an impulse touched the man on the wrist with his brown marker. His entire complexion went brown. He did the rest and they came out various dark shades as if very heavily tanned.

	He hurried after Susan and the others. “I gave them a suntan,” he explained. “I think I’m getting an idea of my superpower.”

	The shop was just around the corner.

	“Nothing to do with us,” explained Susan to the shopkeeper, who she knew by sight, “but you might want to call the police, there is a bunch of those nasties, the Bashers, tied up in the alley short cut.”

	“We’ll not mention you or your friends, Susan,” said the diminutive old shopkeeper. “They were in earlier, told me I wasn’t fit to run a shop and should go back to Pakistan.”

	“But your father was Nepalese,” said Susan, “a WWII Gurkha?”

	“Yes,” he agreed. “Give your aunt my best wishes. They are Paki bashers, so it suits them to think I’m from Pakistan as there is a shortage of Pakistanis here!”

	They hurried down the street to be out of sight before the police might come. Susan’s aunt didn’t live far from the shop.

	“Hi,” said Susan, “we bumped into these school friends who were being attacked by a bunch of yobbos. We’ll not stay long, but they are a little shaken. You met Reggie, Kate and Duncan before. This is Jim, Gerry, Brenda, Samantha and Ruby. My Aunt Selena.”

	“We are?” said Jim. “We didn’t get knifed. Susan, Reggie, Kate and Duncan did, I saw the blood.”

	“You better come into the kitchen,” said Aunt Selena.

	So the four went in.

	“Hmm,” she said, “you’ve only a few scratches, though you have all bled a lot. The clothes are probably ruined.” She put the blood stained bandages in the bin.

	“That’s odd,” said Susan.

	Reggie shook his head.

	“You should burn those,” said Reggie, “just in case the police come.”

	“Why?” asked Selena. “Did you injure the attackers or use knives too?”

	“No,” said Reggie, “it would just be best if we remained anonymous. Someone might have seen us leave the alley, stop at the shop and come here.”

	Selena put the bandages in the fire.

	Susan helped her aunt make tea, the girls sat in the chairs or on the arms of them and the four boys sat on the floor. People said very little.

	“I suppose they are skinheads or maybe neo-Nazis?” suggested the aunt.

	“Skinheads?” said Susan. “Aunt, that’s practically before we were born. Anyway, round here they weren’t anti-Jamaican.”

	“They certainly don’t like people of Afro-Caribbean background, whatever they are,” she said. “I think you should only visit me in daylight, and with your friends. You are especially at risk, you could get raped.”

	“Yes, Auntie.”

	Gerry and Samantha choked on their tea. Ruby fell off the chair arm into Reggie’s lap.

	He let out a squeak.

	Brenda helped her back up.

	~

	They got the train without incident and had a carriage to themselves.

	“You guys are just incredible,” exclaimed Jim. “So you don’t need stitches?”

	“Just scratches,” said Reggie. “I can’t imagine why there was so much blood.”

	“Oh, you could learn,” Kate said airily.

	“We were here today for our weekly Martial Arts lesson, Bartitsu,” explained Reggie.

	“Goths don’t do violence, that’s what’s so unfair,” insisted Brenda. “We were here visiting Worcester Cathedral.”

	“Well, it’s self defence,” said Susan, she paused. “I suppose you were outnumbered badly.”

	“You four were badly out numbered,” said Jim. “Your friends Kate, Duncan and Reggie are pretty weedy looking, also none of you have ever been anything at sport. Though admittedly you are a lot less weedy than you were. You’ve all changed a lot over the summer holidays.”

	“We must just have a natural talent for it,” said Reggie. “We have been learning since the end of term before the summer holidays.”

	“Let us at least recompense you for all the jewellery, accessories, you lost,” said Jim.

	“Oh no,” said Susan, “it’s junk, costs me nothing, I’ll find more when I need it.”

	Reggie laughed.

	“You guys are such a change from last year,” said Gerry. “I heard you play some sort of steam-punk themed role playing board game.”

	“We do play a game,” admitted Reggie lowering his voice. “It’s not really steam-punk exactly, more like superheroes if Conan Doyle had written them! Anyway, I think best if you don’t mention your narrow escape even to other Goths. Real RPG folk would be appalled as it’s a board and card game, not just a map.”

	Kate was asleep. The Goth girls – Ruby, Samantha and Brenda – didn’t look very lively either.

	* * *

	Next time they met in the shed Duncan explained, “I think that the brown marker sometimes can affect people’s skin. I felt the urge to dab the wrist of one of the assailants and his skin went like a Pakistani. It doesn’t affect me. I tried last night, I was able to wash off the brown spot. It’s like a crushed wooden fibre tip rather than felt or nylon.”

	“Try it on me,” said Jenny. “I wish I’d been there, I’d have bitten them.”

	“They shoot dogs that bite people,” Kate reminded her.

	“Not if they are protecting someone or very provoked,” Jenny argued.

	“How fast do you heal from a bad cut or injury, Jenny?” said Reggie.

	“Oh pretty fast,” boasted Jenny. “I don’t think we can bleed to death. A broken limb or rib will heal quite quickly, I think. I’ve only ever been cut though. Something in the heart or brain is probably fatal.”

	“Are all demi-humans, or alternate peoples like that?” said Kate.

	“The Fay are,” said Jenny, “you know, Sidhe, Faerie and Elves, though strictly they are the Fair Folk and not demi-humans at all. There are occasionally Fay visitors to Uncle Gregory’s place, but I’ve not met them yet. Also vampires. The Dwarves are just very tough, but they take longer to heal, they are neither Fay nor exactly the same as other demi-humans. The place demi-spirits are only vulnerable in a human sense when substantiated, then they are easily injured and often don’t heal without special treatment. If they are insubstantial, part of their habitat, then they can be killed by destruction of the river, oasis, trees, vines or technically the sea. The Aral sea is worrying, so most of the Nereids there have migrated to the Caspian. Why?”

	“Um, we aren’t vampires,” said Duncan. “However serious knife wounds seem to heal in minutes.”

	“It’s a bit of a surprise that those guys are the ones that the police wanted,” said Reggie. “It’s a bit frightening that one of them is a murderer and the others are accessories.”

	“They’ve not had a trial yet,” said Duncan.

	“But they have been arrested on DNA evidence and fingerprints,” insisted Kate. “I’m glad none of us or the Goths touched their knives.”

	“The blood reminds me,” said Kate. “I think I’m anaemic. Also well, never mind. We were terribly exhausted after fighting those attackers, more than I would have expected.”

	“I think you are right, Kate,” agreed Duncan. “Something has changed. My strange senses are heightened, but I think we are all in some fashion unwell, I sense it.”

	“You are less human,” explained Jenny, “so you shouldn’t go to the doctor. Maybe Uncle Gregory might know someone, perhaps one of the Fay. There is usually a big party near the end of November that they come to.”

	“We shouldn’t mention it to Rachusen either,” insisted Kate. “He’s absolutely untrustworthy.”

	“Well, the one positive thing is that now that the mysterious bag is empted of junk jewellery, I can use it just like Mary Poppins,” said Susan. “I can demo! Feel it first everyone and look.”

	They all hefted it and peered inside.

	Susan set it on the floor and produced a tall floor standing up-lighter from it. “Ta-da!”

	“Impressive, Susan!” exclaimed Duncan.

	“It must be a bag made by the Fay,” suggested Jenny. “Though stuff like that is very rare. They do generally avoid doing magic.”

	“Magic?” exclaimed Kate.

	“All the Fay can do magic,” insisted Jenny, “though I’ve not seen it ever.”

	* * *

	Jim beckoned Reggie after Biology class. He opened the cleaning store door after checking that they were alone in the corridor.

	“You maybe saved our lives the other day,” he whispered. “Those guys might have killed us. There was a Goth killed last year, just for being a Goth. You the leader of your group? You must have some dojo master! Thanks.”

	“Just don’t tell anyone.”

	“The police are looking for whoever it was they knifed,” said Jim. “I expect so as to have another case against them.”

	“We would rather be anonymous,” said Reggie.

	“There is no indication they have described anyone,” said Jim. “We’d prefer to be anonymous too. But the police likely have DNA and blood samples, you’ll have to be careful.”

	Later Reggie was waylaid by David Rachusen alone. “I’m not well enough to explain about the Quadrivium. The people in Munich will explain. Tell the others I’m retiring at Christmas. It will be common knowledge shortly, so it’s not a secret. I just wanted you to hear it from me first.”

	“You’re seriously ill?”

	“Not particularly,” said David. “I’m rather old. I only stayed teaching so long so as I could find the next apprentice Quadrivium, I don’t have the energy to teach all day. I must go. Someone might overhear us.”

	* * *

	“Apparently someone noticed five Goths, Ken,” said Will. “Three girls and two boys. Young adults or older teens. The theory is that they were attacked by those thugs found tied up and reported by the shopkeeper in Worcester.”

	“So that’s why we are watching here, there were Goths in that missing girl’s class?”

	“That gang was responsible for attacking Goths in the past.”

	They watched the students leave the school gates.

	“Bingo, they match the descriptions,” said Ken after a while.

	“Now what?” said Will.

	“We could ask the school, or David Rachusen, or perhaps the other ones that dress funny,” said Ken. “It’s possible these are different Goths, or they saw the gang, or won’t talk. So we won’t approach them direct.”

	“It’s not as if they are responsible for anything?” said Will. “I’m mean even if they were there. I’d forgotten about the Susan Smith thing. She’d just been on a visit somewhere?”

	“Yeah,” agreed Ken. He frowned. “They got the date wrong or something. What if I just call round to their deluxe gang hut and casually ask who the Goths are?”

	“Yes,” agreed Will. “Then if that doesn’t work, we’ll ask David Rachusen. We don’t want to be approaching the school officially. Last time we asked there about students, the principal suspended them pending the results of our investigation.”

	Ken pondered on the best way to approach them. The board game? He was in a LARP group, well, thinking about being in one.

	* * *

	Ken pressed the button on the intercom at the river walk gate. He could see lights. This way he could avoid the inhibiting effect of the mother. It’s not like I’m investigating them, he thought.

	“Yes, who is it?” crackled the intercom.

	A light came on. He realised there was CCTV too. Rich kid.

	“Um, it’s Ken Jones,” he said. “I saw your game before and I was intrigued. I’m in a LARP group. I wondered where you got it?”

	“Wait.”

	Ken looked around. The gate and fence was far enough back from the public walk that he could hardly hear the Avon.

	“OK, come in, close the gate.”

	The gate lock buzzed and he made sure the gate closed after him. It was spring loaded anyway. The ground rose quickly from the river path, but even so the shed was raised off the ground. He walked up the sloping path past the apple trees to the shed. The door was opened by a stunning young woman, maybe a teenager, with long golden hair and a very curvaceous figure. Stop it, he thought, she’s almost certainly under age.

	“Hi,” she smiled. “I’m Jenny, come in.”

	Like last time they were all wearing Victorian or Edwardian style clothes, at least vaguely so. Jenny looked particularly amazing in her long Edwardian dress, with a tightly fitted bodice. He looked at the ethnic Chinese one instead, Reggie.

	Reggie stood up.

	“Have a seat,” he said. “I don’t think you met Susan before. I’m Game Master, but Kate adapted it. We are selling our version on the Internet, so we’d be happy for your LARP group to be interested.”

	“Are the Goths in your school interested?”

	Kate laughed.

	“You’d think they ought to be,” she said. “They don’t do pretend. No RPG, LARP or board gaming. They listen to music, read books and visit old churches and stuff. They are pacifists, at least the five we know at school. Even this game is too violent for them. They aren’t even interested in self defence.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“We have classes in Bartitsu and thought they’d be interested,” said Kate. “They are good friends of ours. We do have some overlap in our taste for clothes. We discuss sources locally such as Pershore, Evesham, Broadway, Tewkesbury, Worcester as well as online. Well, they and us have even been to charity shops in Cheltenham, Gloucester, Great Malvern and Redditch.”

	Reggie kicked Kate under the table. But Ken noticed.

	“I don’t do classes either,” said Jenny. “I don’t need them. This game is called Gaslight, though Kate says there was electric light then in the 1890s, just it wasn’t common.”

	Kate explained the rules and they played for a while with Ken watching.

	“So are you buying?” said Kate.

	“I guess I’ll persuade some of my LARP friends to play.”

	“OK,” said Duncan, “you can do it here by PayPal or credit card.” He got up and opened a website on the screen beside the coffee machine.

	Ken put in his details.

	Reggie produced a box from a cupboard.

	“We only have a few here, it’s normally drop shipped from China,” Kate explained.

	“I’ll see you out,” said Duncan.

	Duncan paused at the gate.

	“Can I give you some advice Ken?” he said.

	“Sure,” Ken replied.

	“Jenny sometimes affects blokes,” said Duncan. “I’d have thought you’d have been a little less obvious. You were practically drooling on her. Staring very hard.”

	“Yes, well, sorry,” he said. “I appreciate she’s under age and I’m much older.”

	“It’s not that,” muttered Duncan. “She’ll be eighteen soon, she started school late. Trust me, forget her. Best if you don’t come back. Use the website form if the FAQ doesn’t answer any questions you might have on the game.”

	“She doesn’t like men?” said Ken.

	“I’d like you to think that,” said Duncan, “but I have an aversion to lying, it’s a more basic problem. Forget her and don’t ask.”

	“She’s your girl?” said Ken.

	Duncan laughed. “I have enough problems!”

	“I don’t know why I was staring,” said Ken. “I have a good girlfriend.” He belatedly thought of Helen. “I’m sorry.”

	“Yes, I know you are,” said Duncan.

	Ken clutched his package and walked briskly back to the car park. It seemed unlikely that the five pacifist Goths would have chosen to fight the Bashers, or have been able to disarm and tie them up. He couldn’t see how those four or five in the shed could have disarmed seven knife wielding Bashers, even if their classes were very good indeed, though his intuition told him that it must have been them. He was sure it was the same Goths. It was unlikely they had other friends. Though it was late he had a hunch and went back to the station. He looked up Susan Smith’s file. Bingo again. Her aunt lived a short distance from the alley. Now, Martial Arts dojos open on the Saturday. They had a database of them. Only one taught Bartitsu, which was hardly surprising. He’d never heard of it before.

	He looked up Bartitsu on Wikipedia. Ah, how appropriate. He opened his package and perused the rules. Kate certainly knew what Bartitsu was, it was in the game too. Obviously they dressed to match the characters they played in the game. Strange they should take it as far as Bartitsu lessons. The other strange feature of the case was the elevated melanin of the Bashers. It was all circumstantial. He’d need a warrant now to get blood and DNA samples. The case against the Bashers for the earlier murder was watertight. There would be no interest in trying to tie these kids into it somehow. If whoever was knifed didn’t want to press charges, there was little that could be done. No suitable A&E reports or bodies had turned up. Still, he’d explain it to Will.

	He checked Susan’s file again to see who Jenny might be. Jenny Warwick. Ah, it was her great uncle that Susan was supposed to have visited, yet she was in class next day and Susan wasn’t. She’d said in her statement that she knew nothing. It was odd. Especially the way it had all ended. The case hadn’t been even closed. He added some notes and sent a memo recommending that the case should be closed. Jenny was obviously friends with Susan and the others. He went home. It wasn’t as if he’d had any overtime approved anyway.

	
Chapter 7: Munich

	Kate didn’t mind that instead of a week off school at home that they were away from school to Munich for a week even though it was sold to the principal and their parents as a special maths workshop and scholarship. They really would be learning mathematics too; she guessed that the four of them were odd because they quite liked the idea of the special maths course! She’d never been anywhere outside England before, though the actual flight had proved tedious. The Munich Quadrivium was two married couples; the girls would stay with one and the boys with the other, nominally, though apparently it was one large town house. Reggie had left the rat with Mr Rachusen. It seemed a pointless thing to have just because he sensed what it wanted.

	Oskar and Heidi Schoenberg for the girls. Franz and Trudi Schmitt for the boys. Watch out for a man with a sign saying David!

	Eventually they got their new cases and saw the man at the exit with the sign.

	“You are Kate, Susan, Duncan and Reginald? I’m Oskar Schoenberg, you’ll meet the others later.”

	“Reggie,” said Reggie.

	“Reggie, then,” he said. “Perhaps David is a little formal, he is the oldest always.”

	He led them to an old VW minibus at the kerb.

	“My wife, Heidi,” he said as he opened the rear hatch. “Heidi, He’s Reggie, not Reginald.”

	~

	They all ate together in a rather formal dining room. It was some sort of stew. Then Trudi cleared away. Franz started when coffee was served.

	“Reggie, what has David told you all?”

	“We tend still to think of him as Mr. Rachusen as he is our teacher at school,” explained Reggie.

	“Yes, I expect he is doing that to meet you in the first place and to have an excuse to meet you as you are all young.”

	“He has told us we are the apprentice Quadrivium, that he was the last of the previous one or a guardian or something, then out of the blue he told us about you existing. But other than the Quadrivium are guardians, we know nothing.”

	“He identified you?”

	“Yes, he said he just gave us what he claimed were appropriate things and books. He said we are like superheroes and identified our superpowers?”

	Franz, Trudi, Oskar and Heidi obviously thought this was at least amusing.

	“Tell me, Reggie,” commanded Oskar.

	“According to David Rachusen, Susan was supposed to accessorize, producing jewellery from her bag, she left that at home as it’s empty now. She’s amazing at tossing and throwing stuff. Duncan has brown, not the colour brown, or brown things as such, just brown, he claimed. Duncan had a brown marker that only worked for him, though it doesn’t do that now, I guess it’s used up. Kate is supposed to be Super Narrow. She can narrow problems down, I don’t know what else. She had a special problem solving phone app no-one else understands and it has stopped working. I can understand rodents, and a little with things not quite so like an ordinary rodent. I have to persuade or bribe them to actually do anything. Rachusen gave me a broken toy rat, though it worked just for me for a while. I think that’s all, sir. It’s all pretty lame and stupid.”

	“Just Oskar, Reggie.”

	“That’s all you know?” asked Franz.

	“Well,” explained Reggie, “Susan got kidnapped by werewolves, which we didn’t think existed, but it was a misunderstanding. One in our class, that Mr. Rachusen hadn’t noticed, thought we were vampires, it seems werewolves like vampires and silly Jenny even hoped to get bitten. She says we are not proper humans.”

	“We captured Jenny and got her to explain,” said Kate. “I think her Great Uncle Andrew was about to give up on Susan anyway.”

	“The werewolves can be dangerous, especially if hired by an enemy,” said Heidi, “your local ones would now be harder to hire to do you harm, I think.”

	“We wondered if there are super-villains or if Zak Crowther was an enemy, but Mr. Rachusen was evasive,” said Duncan.

	Kate shook her head.

	“He was evasive about how we become a real Quadrivium,” said Susan. “Or if we can resign, or even what a Quadrivium does.”

	“He said you would explain,” insisted Kate. “We can’t tell you anything more.”

	“You should understand that David Rachusen has been a caretaker for a very long time, searching for the apprentices for a Quadrivium. He is hesitant because the last two times the apprentices failed to qualify.”

	“What happened?” said Duncan.

	“They are dead,” said Trudi.

	“Because they failed to qualify?” said Kate.

	“No,” explained Trudi, “we don’t know the details, they would be in David’s archive, I do not know. David is very old. The members of a Quadrivium live nearly three times longer, hence after forty years we are a young Quadrivium. A caretaker is appointed to control a Quadrivium from the aliens who are from Rughlyegh. David was never a human. We don’t know what they really look like. We don’t know what causes a Quadrivium. But Jenny the werewolf was right, you are as little human as vampires now. That’s why she made the mistake. Supposedly Vampires do start as humans too after all. While they and werewolves get on well, the vampires are not our friends.”

	“So wait,” said Reggie, “David Rachusen, our maths teacher is a genuine Rughlyeghian alien?”

	“Absolutely, we assumed he told you and explained this,” said Oskar. “None of the reported UFOs are real aliens. They are stuck here, they don’t have any spaceship, it failed 900 years ago and they landed in some sort of escape modules. David called you superheroes I suppose to help you understand. Your powers are strange and not the usual. David is the oldest Rughlyeghian. The Quadrivium serves the aliens, helps protect them.”

	“So who is the enemy?” said Susan.

	“There are various issues,” said Heidi.

	“But there really are vampires and stuff?” said Reggie.

	“Oh yes, I thought you understood,” said Franz, “we have all the home grown trouble makers, werewolves are the least bother. We protect the aliens from the Demi-human trouble makers. Fortunately the Fay seem rare as neither we nor the Rughlyeghians can withstand them.”

	“Mr. Rachusen mentioned studying Alchemy?” said Kate.

	“Know your enemy,” said Oskar, “he wanted to know how much danger it posed. That was very long ago.”

	“Can we resign?” said Duncan.

	“It’s not a job, it’s something you are,” said Heidi. “It’s not possible to ignore the duties. Perhaps you might get ill and die if you succeeded, I don’t know. Now, the plan is that for half the day, in the morning, I will do maths with you. The cover story is important till you leave school and are a full time Quadrivium. Then the rest of the time will be Quadrivium training, with a suitable amount of recreation.”

	“You mean we don’t go to university?” asked Kate.

	“What would be the point?” insisted Trudi. “When you are adults you can live in the house as two couples. The school education is sufficient. You can study anything you like for recreation.”

	“Have you TV?” Susan asked hurriedly, fearing an outburst of indignation that might raise awkward questions.

	“Yes, but mostly in German,” said Trudi.

	“Is there Internet, WiFi, Computers?” said Kate.

	“Yes, we have tablets and laptops for you and WiFi for your smart phones,” said Heidi. “Tomorrow.”

	“Did you bring the board game?” said Franz.

	“Yes, we did,” said Reggie. “It’s quite good fun anyway and the modifications to the rules and characters that Duncan and Kate did work very well. We now have Jenny and super-villains in it.”

	“Is Jenny playing it too?” said Franz.

	“Oh yes,” said Reggie.

	“It’s a clever plan to cover any conversational slips and explain your association together,” said Heidi. “The clothes are a strange idea. Surely you can’t move so quickly?”

	“None of us are athletic types,” said Reggie.

	“I can throw very well,” said Susan. “I’m not built for running or leaping around. I’m a bit solid, I’d look stupid in a cycle or running outfit, never mind a stereotypical superhero suit!”

	“Later we will see,” said Franz. “There are no superhero suits. I have not heard the Quadrivium called superheroes before. Now we go to bed. It’s late.”

	* * *

	They all met in the basement after breakfast.

	“So how do you know so much about the supposedly bad aliens,” said Reggie, “and we know so little about the Quadrivium and the supposedly good aliens?”

	“I’m fairly sure if Zak Crowther is an alien he is a bad one,” said Kate.

	“Why would no social media company be run by the good aliens?” said Duncan.

	“How do we know the Quadrivium and the other aliens opposed to Zak Crowther are good?” said Susan. “Perhaps they are just an opposing faction that want to be in control instead?”

	“How do we know we can trust you?” said Franz. “How would David know to trust you?”

	“Mr. Rachusen,” said Kate, “I mean David, has known us for five years. He surely should have a good idea by now?”

	“The aliens have made mistakes before,” said Heidi, “some people have changed sides, left a Tetragon and joined a Quadrivium or vice versa. I tend to think of the alien factions as the selfish faction and their opposition. We need to evaluate you and Franz will decide the training. Next Trudi will explain some local threats.”

	~

	“Now,” explained Trudi, “I can’t show you what the aliens look like as they always have a human appearance. I can however show you our own endangered sentients, the demi-humans. I won’t bother with extinct sentients or fabulous beasts, most of which might never have existed.”

	She turned on the projector and loaded Impress on the laptop.

	“These are all now rare or endangered,” she explained. “We don’t count the zombies, formerly in Africa and the Caribbean as they are just ordinary humans, drugged and enslaved. You have any knowledge, Susan?”

	“Not really,” said Susan. “Though my grandparents are from Jamaica, the rest of us were all born in England, so really I know nothing much about the Caribbean.”

	“Fine,” said Trudi. “Closest is the vampires, werewolves and the magi. They possibly may have been humans many thousands of years ago. We’ve not heard of any magi in the last 400 years. They are the Witch, Warlock, Sorcerer, Alchemist, Wizard and Enchanter. People like the Tuatha De Danann of legend.

	“The vampires have never been many, but on the other hand don’t naturally die very often. They are solitary apart from liking werewolves as helpers, um, staff. The werewolves are tricky as they easily pass as humans and are well integrated. They want to be liked and will easily fall in with the wishes of our enemies. Or the bidding of a vampire. The Fair Folk or also called the Lords and Ladies all have some magic, they are the Fay, the Elves, Sidhe and Fairy. The Fair Folk are now very rare and shy. It’s hundreds of years since we have had any report. They are the most dangerous enemy.”

	“So are all enemies?” said Reggie.

	“Yes, why are you so concerned about them?” said Susan.

	“We think the Fay can spot our alien masters and also Quadrivium or Tetragon members, thus are a threat.” Trudi frowned and paused. Susan thought Trudi seemed confused rather than cross. “The aliens do seem human to werewolves and earth folk but don’t fool the Fay or Nymphs. Werewolves can tell a Quadrivium or Tetragon member isn’t human by smell. The Dwarves can’t spot the aliens, Quadrivium or Tetragon members.”

	Trudi flicked through some pages, then loaded a different presentation entitled Nymphs: Nickers and Nixies.

	“Nickers and Nixies. The Nixies are the female nymphs or sprites such as Dryads (tree), Naiads (river), Nereids (sea) and Mænads (fruit and grain). They are extremely rare as they don’t usually breed and are easily killed. Only the Mænads are particularly dangerous especially if they have taken alcohol, though all will try and seduce any male. The male side, the Nickers are commonly called satyrs and fauns. The Sa’iyr, plural se’irim are a desert or oasis form, believed long extinct, but you never know, possibly also called a sand fairy or Psammead. We presume there was the related oasis nymph. The male type is not so dangerous, they chase the nymphs. But they may confuse the female Quadrivium or Tetragon females as a nymph, as Jenny the werewolf thought you were all vampires. The nymphs are not understood, David theorises they are really avatars of some sort of higher creature like their own Rughlyeghian old ones, but this is not known. Nickers and Nixies are reputed to be quite primitive.”

	She laughed and turned off the projector. “Then there are the legendary earth folk, such as dwarves, troglodytes, trolls, kobolds, goblins, gnomes and giants. Only some dwarves have been reported in the last 900 years. These are illustrations that may not be accurate, we have no photos. Giants include the Ogre and Jötunn, possibly they are all variations of the fabled Nephilim. They may actually be extinct.”

	“Finally we have the trans-dimensional beings, they may be mythic but the demi-humans and Fay seem to believe they exist. Lowest is the common Daemon or Jinn, higher are so called ethnic earth gods of the Greeks (the Roman ones are the same), Indians, Babylonians and Aramaic peoples, Egyptians, Indian, Chinese, Norse, Celtic, Mayan and Inca etcetera. Nymphs may be connected with them. Lastly and most dangerous are the alien ones, the Rughlyeghian old ones. Any questions?”

	“What are the old ones like and called?” said Kate.

	“Only regular ordinary humans can name them,” said Trudi, “we don’t want to risk summoning them. If we have time, it’s less than a week, and the weather is suitable we might visit the Black Forest overnight and try and show you some rare sentients. It’s about three hours each way. Also not far to parts of the Danube where nymphs were once reported. It’s rare to see anything.”

	“What about the super-villains and the other superheroes?” said Duncan. “Where do they live, what superpowers have they, what do they look like and how many are there? How many aliens on our side and the other?”

	“We don’t know how many aliens there are. The other information is on a need to know basis, till we are sure of your loyalty and need to know, I can’t tell you.”

	* * *

	Reggie beckoned to the others and turned the taps up. They were doing the washing up. He clattered cutlery and plates as he whispered. “Anyone think it odd we are not allowed out without two escorts?”

	“They claim it’s to chaperone us girls,” said Susan, also very softly.

	“But they don’t let us out without you,” said Duncan.

	“I think we are monitored,” whispered Kate, “we need to be careful. Also Oskar was cross with Trudi, I heard them, it seems she told us something we shouldn’t know. So softer Duncan. Probably about what happens when we finish school.”

	“I don’t like it if this is what being a Quadrivium is,” muttered Susan. “It sounds like slavery. These people seem like slaves. They seem to assume too that we are just as mesmerised.”

	“We go along with everything, offer no opinions,” insisted Kate. “They are disturbed by our so called powers, but won’t say what they expected. I predict there will be no field trip and no more Quadrivium training, only maths and TV.”

	“I think we are virtually prisoners,” added Reggie. “They assumed that Mr Rachusen dropped us off at the airport and is picking us up, not your dad, Duncan. So don’t disillusion them!”

	“Shush,” whispered Susan, “they’ll hear. Also they assume we are doing Quadrivium stuff full time after we finish school, so no uni!”

	
Part II: Winter

	
Chapter 8: The Manor

	“I think,” suggested Reggie, “seeing as we let Jenny join, I suppose it’s not unreasonable that her great uncle has invited us all to his mansion just outside Tewkesbury. I’m so glad Mr Rachusen hasn’t contacted us since we returned. I don’t want anything to do with marooned aliens.”

	“I’m glad I passed and have the car,” said Duncan. “So I can run us and Jenny over instead of the bus.”

	“I hope none of us get run over by you or a bus,” said Susan.

	“It’s over 45 minutes for the bus, then probably a taxi to the manor,” said Kate. “Perhaps less than 25 in the car as the manor is this side of Tewkesbury. It will be a bit packed.”

	“I’d like a better look at her as a werewolf,” said Reggie. “She seemed more collie like than wolf like.”

	“There is certainly an impression of long haired golden dog rather than wolf about her,” agreed Duncan.

	
Chapter 9: The Court

	David Rachusen still wasn’t at school since the holidays; there was a substitute teacher. They had been told that Mr Rachusen wouldn’t be teaching till his end of term retirement after all due to health issues. His phone number only had voice mail after an out of service message. Not that Reggie wanted to tell him anything.

	Kate was wakened at 4 am or so by her phone.

	“Yes?”

	“Is that Kate Kelliher?”

	“Yes.”

	“I’m Stefan,” he said, “the secretary you sent the text to. You want to meet to discuss your case. You know you were way too explicit, phones are not secure?”

	“Yes, the four of us, probably we have a companion.”

	“Today is Friday.” he said. “You can be at the station in Worcester by 6 pm?”

	“I suppose we can take off early from school if the trains don’t suit,” said Kate. “Maybe Duncan can drive?”

	“No, get the train. I’ll meet you when you come out,” said Stefan. “We don’t want the car at the station. Use cash to buy the tickets.”

	~

	A tall ginger haired man stepped in front of Kate as they came out of the station. He was pale and without freckles. He looked athletic.

	“Kate Kelliher,” he said. Even Jenny was somewhat shorter. He looked at her and laughed. “I’m Stefan. I see you have a singular companion.”

	“Jenny Warwick,” said Jenny bowing. Kate thought that was very odd.

	“Reggie Rimmel, Susan Smith and Duncan Dunne,” he said. “Follow me. Finn described you well.”

	
Chapter 10: David’s Town House

	Duncan closed the back door behind them. The house was chilly and slightly damp. Jenny changed into a large timber wolf.

	Duncan and Susan went to the top floor. Kate, Jenny and Reggie started on the ground floor. Jenny went ahead. She and Kate now could communicate telepathically if close by. They met up again on the middle floor.

	
Chapter 11: The Mums

	“Hi, I’m Hazel Warwick,” she said, “Jenny’s mum.”

	Mary eyed the beautiful woman at the door. She looked very young to be Jenny’s mother, more like an older sister.

	“Come in,” she said. “I have fresh coffee on, I guess you don’t want to eat?”

	“A digestive biscuit is about as far as I go.”

	
Chapter 12: The Refuge

	Some days previously…

	David woke up in a dimly lit room. He turned and with difficulty sat up. No windows. He was in one of the shelters then. Perhaps the hospital section as he realised his arm and chest had medical sensors. He pressed the alert button on the wrist strap. He thought though it was likely someone would have noticed he had awakened.

	
Chapter 13: Glamour

	“Mum,” called Louise.

	“What is it dear?” said Mary.

	“It’s one thing having a pet dog,” complained Louise, “but who owns all these clothes? I’ve nowhere to dry mine.”

	“Kate’s stuff.”

	“Some are, but others can’t be, you’d need to be six foot tall, a super model. Speaking of which is Kate packing falsies and elevator heels?”

	“No, it’s all her, you just haven’t been paying attention. Perhaps Jenny left some clothes, she’s in Reggie’s gang with Kate. They are close friends.”

	“What, all of them?” said Louise. “I can see Reggie and Kate are rather close.”

	
Chapter 14: Bored Detectives

	“Do you think those kids have done in David Rachusen?” said Ken.

	“Why?” asked Will.

	They were eating chips while they watched an off-licence. The owner had been threatened. There was also a more obvious police car with two uniformed officers. Ken wondered why the threat was being taken so seriously.

	
Chapter 15: The Report

	Major Eames and Captain Lewis were nervous. Eames had only spoken to the Queen once and Lewis had never met her.

	“Report summary, Major,” said Queen Oonagh. “Your written report was fine.”

	
Part III: The Fay

	
Chapter 16: The Visit

	The renovations were complete in the town house; the surgery cum medical lab converted from a store room of the monitoring room and the hidden basement converted to a chemistry lab.

	
Chapter 17: Christmas

	Kate read the message on her phone. “Ma’am, Jenny,” said Kate stopping.

	“What is the problem?” asked the Queen.

	
Chapter 18: New Year

	“Genie-Sys and Community Posting have both had their IPO, they are publicly listed companies, Ma’am,” said Kate. “You could buy them if you had enough money. It’s not like the aliens would getting all the money, much would be current human shareholders. You’d need a load of shell companies. You are humouring me, Ma’am? You are giving me that weird smile you have when you are amused.”

	
Chapter 19: Easter

	Susan looked around the apartment. The accommodation on the previous visits to Caherknock had been like a luxury hotel room. They now lived in a wing of the Royal Palace, these were real self contained apartments. It was a pity they needed to study for the exams, but they would have the occasional picnic and trip. Nothing seemed to have happened with the aliens since January, though Kate said that there was progress on getting shares in Genie-Sys and Community Postings. Her doorbell bing-bonged.

	
Chapter 20: Eilis

	A month later…

	“I tried, Mum.” Neamhain sighed. “There is no house we can share in Caherknock?”

	“Only here in Caherbeg,” agreed Queen Oonagh. “Eilis doesn’t want a lady’s maid or an assistant of any kind?”

	
Chapter 21: Dublin

	“Your Majesty?”

	“Yes, Stefan?” She sighed.

	“We now have 57% of Genie-Sys and 54% of Community Postings.”

	
Chapter 22: The Reaction

	The safe house was a very large Georgian style structure between Trim (Baile Átha Throim) and Tara (Teamhair na Ri) in Co Meath over looking the River Boyne (Abhainn na Bóinne). It was something between a manor house and a very large farmhouse in size. It had a field that in an emergency could be used as an airstrip. It also had Portals. Queen Oonagh and her retinue were already in residence to meet Louise and Gregory.

	
Chapter 23: Worcester

	Bob Kelliher had hired a generator, gas cutting torch and heavy duty electric welding gear. He’d bought steel plate. Bert, Henry and Annabelle helped move stuff and hold things.

	He called Kate. “It’s all sealed. None of the vents are needed for air?”

	“Not unless there is a mistake in the plans,” replied Kate. “We’ll meet at the rendezvous that Tom gave you in a few minutes.”

	
Chapter 24: The Future

	The five teenagers had moved a few days earlier to Caherknock after spending the rest of the summer holidays at Caherbeg. There didn’t seem to be any exact date for the seasonal moves to avoid winter. The four fosterlings had decided to put the University of Limerick, usually called UL, as first choice on their university applications. The Queen had insisted that Jenny and Niamh would share a house that would be procured and she would pay all expenses including fees.

	* * *

	The End

	Next: ‘No Silver Lining’, some Horsemen of the Apocalypse ride out.

	Then: ‘Exiles and Rooks’, about the children of Alice’s half sister.

	
The Celtic Otherworld

	Contemporary travel to Otherworlds are mentioned in Celtic myth and legend. Meet the Tuath Dé, Sióg, Aés Sidhe, Elves and Faerie. Also set in Limerick, Ireland and Wychavon, England.
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	Court Grave, Lough Gur, Co. Limerick

	Unlike Greek and Roman myth, there are many Celtic Otherworlds that appear to be magical and often inhabited by the Fair Folk (Fay, Fairy, Elves, Sióg) or sometimes the Tuath Dé (later called Tuatha De Danann). They are not realms of the dead.

	Manannán Mac Lir led the Tuath Dé away to the Otherworld over 2500 years ago. Except for them it’s been more like 600 due to the time-slip. The Portals were often at Court Graves, Raths and other ancient Irish sites. Today Tuath Dé culture is a crazy mix of Mediaeval to Nineteenth Century styles. Now the Magi Council and the Druids of Ollathair have wakened the Sleepers, the Morrígna, (Badb, Macha and Neamhain) and the rest of Manannán Mac Lir’s Aés Sidhe Warband.

	
The Talents Universe

	The Talents Universe series are all stories connected by characters with the mysterious Talent, of which there are seven kinds, or with some involvement of the Caemorian Empire, a world 80,000 light years away from Earth (Tellus) on the other side of the Milky Way. Apart from Jump Drive for the starships and the psychic like Talent, the Science Fiction attempts to be compatible with known science.
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	Circle College campus, Caemoria.

	Mostly involving the activities of the Caemorian Empire, a single planet 80,000 light years from Earth. They are about 5000 years more advanced. Their culture dominates nearly a third of the Milky Way. Anyone developing Talent, always at puberty, must be trained in the Circle College on Caemoria.

	Many of the stories involve Maisie Kelly from Ireland the only person from Earth with the special Talent. The time scale is contemporary, and as we didn’t notice any giant starship visiting, it must be an alternate reality?

	
Trader’s Isle

	The Trader’s Isle series is set in mediaeval like world without Black Powder. The massive world wars and loss of much technology a thousand years earlier was bad, but the rise of the Sorcerers called the Silver Wolf Heads using the Arinopean Barons as puppet leaders was a disaster for the Isle of Amrat and the people curiously called Traveller Folk, even though they are not nomadic.
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	The painting is a detail from Le Jardin de Maubuisson by Camille Pissarro (1830-1903).
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