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      The Alchemist’s son

      SOUL STEALER

      
         Martin Booth says: All the magic in Soul Stealer is real: the chants, the herbs, the potions and the equipment. The colophon [image: art] used in this book is an ancient alchemical
         sign referring to the caput mortuum, a death’s head or skull: it symbolizes decay and decline. It is, even today, still used as a common curse in southern Italy
         and the Balkans. The other colophon [image: art] is the alchemical symbol for aurum potabile or liquid gold, which was thought to be a youth-giving potion or the elixir of life.
      

      Alchemy, a curious blend of magic and science, was the chemistry of the Middle Ages. People who studied alchemy were called
         alchemists and they devoted their lives to the quest for the elixir of life, the creation of a homunculus (an artificial man)
         and the means to turn ordinary (or ignoble) metal, like iron or lead, into a noble metal, like gold or silver. This was known
         as transmutation, a term also used in nuclear science to mean the conversion of one element into another, either naturally
         or by artificial means.
      

   
      One

      The Eye Of Fnnocence and Experience

      
         Pip opened her eyes and looked blearily at her alarm clock. The digital numbers flicked over to read 6:57 a.m. She slowly sat
         up, stretched and, pushing the curtains aside without getting out of bed, peered out of the window. A thin veil of river mist
         hung over the fields surrounding the old manor house of Rawne Barton, the trees outlined against the gray light like the veins
         in skeletal leaves. The hills in the distance were barely visible, the quarry little more than a faint dark scar upon them.
         A robin settled momentarily on the window sill, puffed out its orange breast, chirped once and flitted off. She loved these
         early moments when she was still half asleep and the world, like her, had not yet fully woken up.
      

      Yet, somewhere in the pit of her stomach, she felt a gnawing apprehension which at first she could not place. Then, gradually,
         she realized the cause of it. This 
         was to be the first day of term, a new term in a new school — and a secondary school, at that.
      

      Reaching for the window, Pip opened the latch. A cool, damp drift of air filtered into the room. It smelled of the first falling
         leaves of autumn and the grass her father had mown the day before. Feeling its chill, she snuggled back down under the duvet,
         preserving the last vestiges of warmth.
      

      Suddenly, through the open window, Pip heard a noise. It sounded bizarrely like an animal roaring somewhere far off, followed
         by someone clicking heavy sticks together. The hair went up on the back of her neck. It was an unearthly sound, echoing in
         the mist yet also muffled by it. It was unlike anything she had ever heard before.
      

      As she slipped quickly out of bed, Pip’s toes curled with fear as they felt for her slippers. She was afraid, yet at the same
         time, intensely curious. The noises had to have a rational explanation, had to be made by an animal of some sort and yet,
         at the same time, she could think of no wild animals in England that, outside of a zoo, even remotely roared.
      

      As she stood up, the noise ceased abruptly. Pip wondered if she had simply imagined it, that it was nothing more than a remnant
         of the last dream she had had before waking. In recent weeks, her dreams had become quite vivid and fantastical. This, she
         considered to herself, was hardly surprising after the events of the summer holidays.… Indeed, after them, if there were a
         saber-toothed tiger loose in the English countryside, released by some evil force or twisted mind, she would not have been
         at all amazed.
      

      
         A moment later, her alarm clock went off. Pip tapped the snooze button and, standing in her slippers, turned towards the chair
         where her mother had laid out her new school uniform the night before — a yellow-and-blue striped tie, a white shirt, a gray
         sweater and a gray pleated skirt.
      

      The second she took her first step towards the chair, however, Pip froze and then spun around. In the half-light across the
         other side of her bedroom stood the vague, shadowy silhouette of a person, half hidden by the angle of her wardrobe. She sharply
         sucked in her breath. The hair on her neck and arms prickled. She felt her hands go immediately clammy and the blood drain
         from her cheeks. Almost as a reflex, she looked around for a weapon, but all she could see was her badminton racket.
      

      “Fear not. It is I,” said the outline, softly.

      “Sebastian!” Pip retorted, angrily.

      Sebastian stepped into the middle of the room. He was wearing a dark, nondescript cloak draped over his shoulders.

      “You scared the living daylights out of me,” Pip complained.

      “I apologize most humbly,” Sebastian replied with a short bow. “It was not my intention to startle.”

      “Well, you did!” Pip snapped back.

      Aware that her midriff was showing, she smoothed down her pajama top to below her waist and rubbed her arms to remove the
         goose pimples.
      

      Pip and her twin brother, Tim, had met Sebastian during the summer holidays. Knowing him had led them into a remarkable and
         perilous adventure. They had soon 
         discovered that Sebastian was no ordinary boy. For one thing, he was more or less six hundred years old but had been in a
         kind of hibernation for most of the time. Moreover, he possessed alchemical powers learned from his father, an alchemist of
         repute.
      

      Rawne Barton had been built by Sebastian’s father on land granted by the King. It was rightfully his home. Still, Pip considered,
         this did not give him the right to sneak about her bedroom whenever he chose.
      

      “In your time, was it common courtesy to enter a lady’s bedroom in the middle of the night?” Pip demanded; then she grinned
         and added, “What are you doing here anyway, skulking about like this?”
      

      “It is morn,” Sebastian pointed out, “not night but, yes, decorum would not have had me linger in your chamber. However,”
         he added matter-of-factly, “I see it my place to guard you through the dark hours. From time to time, I look upon you to ensure
         you are safe.”
      

      “You mean you stand here while I’m sleeping?” Pip replied, somewhat taken aback by the thought.

      “Not just you. I watch over Tim, also.”

      “Does he know?” Pip asked.

      “He knows not,” Sebastian answered, “for I do not remain in a solitary position. A sentry who does not patrol the entire castle
         is not fulfilling his duty.”
      

      Pip picked up her hairbrush and started to tug at her sleep-tousled hair.

      “Well, it’s day now so I don’t need guarding. And I’ve got to get up and dressed. So, if you don’t mind…”

      From across the fields came another curt, grunting roar. Pip glanced at the window.

      
         “As for that sound which alerted you, be not concerned,” Sebastian said. “It is but that of two red deer stags. My father
         used to hunt them here with the King. Autumn is coming and they are in rut, the stags fighting over the hinds. Although England
         is much changed from my father’s time, there are still some such creatures in the woods and wilder places. See.”
      

      Sebastian pointed to the window. Outlined against the mist down by the river, Pip could make out two magnificent stags, standing
         as if to attention with their antlers branched into the air. Facing each other against the backdrop of the early morning light,
         they might have been posing for the painting of a heraldic shield. As she watched, they lowered their heads, briefly clashed
         their antlers together then, separating, walked sedately off in different directions, to be swallowed by the fog.
      

      “That was fantastic!” Pip exclaimed. “I didn’t know such amazing animals lived around here.”

      “They are dignified beasts,” Sebastian declared. “They come down from the moorland to the woods. One usually espies them only
         at dusk and first light, for they are shy creatures.”
      

      “Look,” Pip went on, turning her back on Sebastian and continuing to brush her hair. “I don’t think we need a security guard.
         The house has an alarm system for Dad’s cameras and computers and stuff. If it’s triggered, lights flash, a siren sounds and
         the security firm gets an alert call.”
      

      Sebastian made no immediate reply. There was a soft footfall in the corridor, and the bedroom door opened.

      
         “As usual,” said Pip with resignation and without even bothering to glance over her shoulder. “You’ll never learn to knock,
         will you, Tim?”
      

      “Sorry, sis,” said Tim, coming in and pushing the door behind him. He was already dressed in his school uniform. “Up and ready?”

      “Do I look it?” Pip answered sarcastically.

      It was at that moment Tim noticed Sebastian standing in the room. “Hey! What’re you doing here?”

      Sebastian made no immediate reply. Tim gave his sister a quizzical look, quickly raising and lowering his eyebrows. She glowered
         back. From the end of the corridor came their mother’s voice. “Breakfast!”
      

      Their father’s voice followed. “Shake a leg, you two! Bourne End Comprehensive school throws its doors wide open for you.
         The spectacular light of secondary education shines forth to greet you to the future of academe!”
      

      Pip and Tim exchanged glances. Spectacular was one of their father’s favorite words. Sebastian came across the room.
      

      “I must have a word with you before you depart,” he announced and, from a pocket in his cloak, he removed a thin, gold chain
         from which hung a tiny pendant set with a cloudy white stone. He held it out to Pip. “I wish you to take this and wear it
         at all times, especially when away from Rawne Barton.”
      

      “Thank you,” said Pip, taken aback with what she assumed was a present. “It’s very pretty.”

      Tim winked at Pip and raised his eyebrows again. She cast him another dirty look in return, yet she did feel flattered.

      
         “This is not a gift,” Sebastian announced solemnly as he hung the chain around Pip’s neck, securing the clasp, “nor is it
         mere ornamentation. It is called the Eye of Innocence and Experience and belonged originally to Queen Joan.”
      

      “Queen Joan?” Tim repeated.

      He had heard of Queen Elizabeth, Queen Victoria and Queen Anne, even Queen Boudicca, but Queen Joan? The name, he thought,
         did not exactly have the right regal ring to it. He and Pip had a great-aunt called Joan, and she was an evil old woman.
      

      “Joan of Navarre,” Sebastian explained, “was the wife of King Henry the Fourth of England. When the King was absent fighting
         in France,” Sebastian went on, “she was accused by her enemies at court of witchcraft and of trying to kill him by magic.
         She was arrested and cast into a dungeon.”
      

      “And they executed her?” Tim guessed.

      “No,” Sebastian replied, “she was released when the King returned and showed that the pendant had protected him.”

      “That must mean the King wore it in battle…” Tim said.

      Sebastian nodded.

      “Cool!” Tim exclaimed.

      “How did you get it?” Pip asked.

      “My grandfather fashioned it for the Queen in the year of Our Lord 1400. She later returned it to him, for she became afraid
         of its ability.”
      

      Pip looked down at the pendant where it hung against her skin. It seemed utterly incredible that she was wearing a piece of
         magical jewelry once owned by 
         a fifteenth-century queen of England and carried by the King into battle.
      

      “What do you mean, its ability?” Pip repeated. She was beginning to feel apprehensive herself.

      “So,” Tim said, “all your family were alchemists then, not just your father?”

      Sebastian chose to ignore the questions but smiled faintly and said, “Study well the gemstone. At this moment it is murky,
         but there will be times when it is crystal clear. It may also shiver. At that moment, you must be especially aware.”
      

      Eight weeks earlier, both Pip and Tim would have treated this remark with considerable cynicism and wondered which computer
         games Sebastian had been playing. Yet, after all they had gone through together, they now knew better.
      

      “Aware of what?” Tim asked.

      “One cannot say,” Sebastian replied, enigmatically. “Accept just that it will warn you of close danger, for it has seen much
         evil itself and has absorbed much understanding and learning thereby.”
      

      “Better wear it in math class,” Tim advised with a smirk. “Not your strongest subject, sis.”

      Sebastian looked askance at Tim. “It will not provide solutions to problems,” he said, “but only give caution of matters beyond
         your perception.”
      

      “Shall we really need it?” Pip ventured, ignoring Tim’s attempt at humor. “I mean de Loudéac’s gone and…”

      “You are stepping into a new world,” Sebastian replied.

      “It’s a new school,” Tim rejoined, “not a new planet. 
         We’ve already seen the headmaster. He’s definitely not the spawn of Satan.”
      

      Sebastian said casually, “Appearances can be deceptive. It is ever best to be prepared for any eventuality.”

      “Come on! Shake those legs!” their father shouted from the bottom of the stairs.

      Pip held the pendant up. It weighed, she reckoned, barely five grams and seemed almost to float in the air above her palm.

      “One more thing,” Sebastian added. “It is just for you and Tim. Share it not with others. Keep it suspended within your clothing.”

      “If Pip keeps it hidden, how will we know when it changes?” Tim asked.

      “You will know,” Sebastian replied, adding, “May your day be bright.”

      With that, he turned and left the room. The last they saw of him was the corner of his cloak sweeping around the door.

      “Do I detect the heady perfume of romance in the air?” Tim ventured.

      “No!” Pip retorted sharply. “You do not! And if you would now get out, I can get dressed.” She pushed Tim through the door
         and shut it firmly behind him.
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      As they sat facing each other at breakfast, Pip and Tim were silent, thinking not so much of the daunting prospect of starting
         at secondary school but of what had happened during the summer.
      

      
         It seemed quite incredible that, since leaving their junior school in June, they had changed homes, and had discovered and
         been befriended by the centuries-old son of an alchemist. Even more amazing was the fact that Sebastian had been kept alive
         through the centuries in order to foil the evil of de Loudéac, his father’s enemy — and now they were also involved. They
         had helped to stop de Loudéac from creating a homunculus — an artificial man — which persisted in giving Pip nightmares.
      

      She looked up at her mother, standing by the toaster, removing the crumb tray and shaking it out over the sink. What, Pip
         wondered, would her parents think if they knew they had bought a house once owned by the royal court alchemist to King Henry
         the Fifth of England, who had been burned at the stake in the field outside and whose six-centuries-old son lived in a laboratory
         in the bowels of the earth beneath the building, approached by a secret passage from their daughter’s bedroom?
      

      Pip’s thoughts were broken by the sound of her father’s car starting up. That morning, he was leaving for a business meeting
         concerning his television production company and was going to take them to school on their first day.
      

      “Hurry up, you two!” their mother goaded them as she started to gather the breakfast plates and load them into the dishwasher,
         pushing two lunch boxes across the kitchen table.
      

      Gathering up her school bag, Pip pondered in passing what her mother would say if she discovered the 
         house was being protected not just by an alarm system panel between the fridge and the back door, but also by Sebastian, her
         children’s new friend who wandered through the house at night, somehow avoiding setting off the movement sensors in the downstairs
         rooms.
      

      “What’re you working on now, Dad?” Tim inquired as they drove towards the school, which was on the outskirts of the nearby
         large market town of Exington.
      

      “You really want to know, Timbo?” his father said.

      “Yes,” Tim replied, “and I’m not five any more. Let’s drop the Timbo handle.”

      “Sounds like a dog food,” Pip added.

      “It is,” their father replied. “Comes on the market next month.”

      “And I’ve you to thank for this?” Tim asked, mortified by the thought.

      Mr. Ledger just grinned.

      “If this ever gets out,” Tim threatened Pip, “the world will know your middle name.”

      To defuse the situation, their father went on, “I’m actually working on the promotion of a new store loyalty card.”

      “What’s it called?”

      “The Kard. With a K.”

      “Krap name!” Tim declared. “With a K.”

      “Aren’t you ever going to do music videos?” Pip asked longingly.

      Ahead, a pupil in a Bourne End Comprehensive uniform was walking by the side  of the road. He was 
         stocky and looked scruffy, his clothing creased. He moved in a vaguely apelike fashion.
      

      “I didn’t know your school took in pupils from the monkey house,” Mr. Ledger quipped.
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      Two

      Zombie Frogs and Dead cows’ Eyes

      
         The school day began with all the pupils lined up in the main hall. On the stage, in front of an oak table which displayed
         an impressive array of sporting cups and shields, stood the headmaster, Dr. Singall.
      

      “Welcome, everybody,” he announced, “either upon your return to Bourne End Comprehensive or into its ranks for the first time.
         I trust we all have a happy and rewarding term ahead of us. Our academic results in the summer exams were our best yet and
         we look forward to going from strength to strength in the future.”
      

      He waved his hand in the direction of the trophies. “As you can see, we also have a great field of sporting excellence here.
         And our congratulations go out to Stephen Wroxall who has, during the summer, won the All-England Under-Fifteen Marathon.”
         At this point, his speech was interrupted by loud applause.
      

      “However,” Dr. Singall continued as the clapping died away, “school is more than winning cups and 
         passing exams. It is also the forging of your futures, molding the person you are to be throughout your life through friendship,
         consideration for others, diligence, hard work and, dare I say it, hard play.” He looked around the hall to where the staff,
         accompanied by the school prefects, were lining the sides, standing beneath photographs of various school plays or victorious
         sporting teams. “We all welcome you, myself and the entire staff. For those of you who are new, it will be a puzzling first
         few weeks, but bear with us. You will soon feel at home in the community which is Bourne End Comprehensive.”
      

      At that, he stepped aside, and the deputy headmistress took over, reading out the bulletin. When this was done, the teachers
         stepped forward to gather their individual classes, picking out each line that was to be their homeroom and taking them around
         the school to their various bases. Pip and Tim found themselves in a line of Year Sevens being led towards the science wing,
         where the classrooms were filled with scientific equipment and furnished with stools and workbenches rather than chairs and
         desks. The specific room into which they were taken was, according to the sign on the door, Chemistry Laboratory One.

      The class filed in silently, looking around. Some of the pupils were clearly awestruck by the sight of the scientific apparatus.
         The wide workbenches were lined with retorts, bottles of common laboratory chemicals or reagents in central wooden and metal
         racks. Tripods and Bunsen burners stood in rows beside polished brass gas taps and, every meter or so, there was a white porcelain
         sink with two brass taps arching over it. Whereas in 
         many of the classrooms the floors were made of wood, in this room they were made of hard formica tiles, many of them stained
         where chemicals had been spilled on them over the years. Along the walls were glass-fronted cabinets filled with jars and
         tins of chemicals and equipment such as beakers, racks of test tubes and white electronic chemical scales.
      

      The pupils shuffled about and sat down on the stools behind the benches. The teacher they had followed there stood behind
         the large demonstration bench, which was slightly higher than the pupils’. Behind it, set into the wall next to a very large
         whiteboard, was a fume cupboard with glass doors and sides and a silver foil-lined chimney flue leading up from a hood in
         the center towards an extractor fan in the ceiling. Through the fume cupboard could be seen the next-door preparation room
         where experiments could be made ready. Like the classroom, it too was lined with cabinets of chemicals and equipment. To the
         left rear of the demonstration desk was the door into this inner sanctum, a label stuck to its single glass panel reading
         starkly: Absolutely No Entry to Pupils.

      “Good morning,” the teacher greeted them when everyone was settled and looking in his direction. “My name is Mr. Yoland. I
         am the head of chemistry. This is my laboratory but it is also your homeroom and, for as long as it is your home base, you
         must be…” he looked around the class, his eyes passing from face to face, “… exceedingly careful in here. These chemicals are dangerous, many of them are poisonous, and you must not touch anything without my express
         permission. Furthermore,” he added curtly, “much of the equipment 
         is very expensive and I will not — I repeat, not! — condone breakage.”
      

      Pip and Tim looked briefly at each other. This was not what they had expected. In junior school, the classrooms were cozy
         places, almost friendly, the walls decorated with pictures, murals, friezes and project folders. This room was, in stark contrast
         to all they had known before, foreboding. Yet both of them were excited by the prospect of what lay ahead. As for their new
         homeroom teacher, he was clearly a very strict and stern man, yet the reason for his brusqueness was obvious to both of them.
         The laboratory was indeed a dangerous place, and it was clear that there had to be rigorous rules governing it for safety,
         if nothing else.
      

      “There will be no running or playing the fool in this room,” Mr. Yoland went on. “Bags may only be brought in at the start
         or end of the day. No food or drink may be consumed here, and you are not allowed access during break or lunchtime unless
         I or another teacher is present. Is this implicitly understood?”
      

      The class nodded in respectful silence.

      “If a rain break is announced and you are excluded from the playground, you do not return here under any circumstances, but
         you go directly to the dining hall. Understood?”
      

      Everyone again nodded their agreement and understanding.

      “Now,” Mr. Yoland pointed to the door, “down the corridor on the left you will find your lockers. They already have your names
         on them and I suggest you all go and acquaint yourselves with where they are positioned. Put your bags and coats in them,
         then return 
         here. You may secure the locker doors only with combination padlocks, the setting of which is to be any year that is memorable
         for you. It might be your birth year or, much better, one of your parents’ or grandparents’ years of birth or a famous year
         in history like 1066. This will prevent you from forgetting your individual combinations. Any questions?” No one responded
         so the teacher continued, “If you forget the number and the custodian is obliged to cut your lock free, there will be a charge
         of L2.50 for this service. These locks may be purchased from the school office. No other types will be permitted. We won’t have any
         chatter. Off you go.”
      

      Everybody filed out, Pip following Tim.

      “I wonder what Sebastian would make of our homeroom,” Pip murmured. Yet no sooner had she spoken than she sensed someone watching
         her. She glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to see Mr. Yoland looking at her, but he was in the laboratory. Behind
         her in the corridor only other pupils mingled.
      

      As Tim and Pip reached the rank of lockers, another Year Seven boy came up to them. He was short and scrubby with a thick
         neck and large hands which were out of proportion to the length of his arms. His small ears seemed to come out from the top
         of his neck rather than from the side of his head, and his salt-and-pepper-colored hair was close-shaven. He was, Pip thought,
         one of the most unsavory-looking boys she had ever seen. Tim recognized him as the boy they had observed walking along the
         road.
      

      “You!” the boy bluntly addressed Tim. “What junior school have you come from?”

      
         “We just moved here,” Tim replied. “You wouldn’t know it.”
      

      “And you!” the boy said curtly, addressing Pip. “What about you?”

      “That’s my sister,” Tim told him.

      Ignoring this information, the boy went on, “And where have you moved to?”

      “Well, if it’s any business of yours,” interrupted Pip, who was becoming intensely annoyed by the boy’s rudeness, “we’ve moved
         to Rawne Barton.”
      

      Pausing for a moment as if considering this information, the boy then turned on his heel and walked abruptly away.

      “That was the Neanderthal we passed on the road,” Tim said.

      “His name’s Scrotton,” said a boy standing next to them, “Guy Scrotton. He was in our junior school. You want to watch out
         for him. He’s a nasty piece of work. He’s a bully,” the boy went on. “Sucks up to teachers, too. Rats on you. He’s a real
         little dung ball.”
      

      Once they had found their lockers, Pip and Tim returned to the laboratory, where Mr. Yoland was still standing behind the
         demonstration bench.
      

      “Right,” he said as the class filed back in once more, “please be seated.” He opened a foolscap register book and took out
         from his inner jacket pocket a fountain pen with a gold cap. “When I call your surname, I’d like you to come out to my desk
         one by one and give me your home address, home telephone number, parents’ work addresses and telephone numbers if you know
         them.”
      

      As she waited for her name to be called, Pip noticed, 
         lingering in the air, a faint but obnoxious odor which irritated her nostrils.
      

      Rubbing her nose, she whispered to Tim, “Can you smell something?”

      Thinking of de Loudéac’s alias — Malodor, which meant “bad smell” — she snuck a look at the pendant. It was milky, as if a
         tiny waft of gray smoke were trapped in it. The discoloration put her mind at ease.
      

      “Smells like rotten eggs,” Tim muttered.

      A girl sitting on the next stool whispered, “We had a science lesson here on a registration day last term. It’s a gas called
         hydrogen sulphide.”
      

      “Well,” Tim replied quietly, grinning at her, “that’s chemistry for you,” and, turning to Pip, added, “if there’s going to
         be a room that smells odd, it’s either going to be this one or the boys’ locker rooms. Like in the junior school, sweaty socks,
         manky underwear and wet pullovers that stink like damp dogs.”
      

      “You know, Tim,” Pip murmured, “you can be really crude at times.”

      Tim’s response was to softly hum the opening bars of The Simpsons’ theme tune and grin. This grin, however, soon disappeared when, on looking up, he saw Mr. Yoland watching him intently, one
         eyebrow critically raised, the other eye narrowed disapprovingly.
      

      “If you wish to sing, young man,” he said tersely, “kindly go to the music department.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tim replied, guiltily.

      After another few seconds of pointedly staring at Tim, Mr. Yoland turned his attention back to registering the students.

      
         Eventually, Pip’s name was called and she found herself standing before Mr. Yoland.
      

      “Phillipa Ledger?” he inquired.

      “Yes, sir,” Pip confirmed.

      “Address?”

      “Rawne Barton, sir,” Pip answered.

      At this piece of information, Mr. Yoland briefly looked up from the register. The daylight from the laboratory window seemed
         momentarily to glint in his eye. As if at the back of his eye, Pip could make out what appeared to be another reflection,
         of a tall, thin, wavering, narrow flame with a cold, blue conical core dancing in a gentle breeze. She turned to see if, on
         one of the benches, there was a Bunsen burner alight: yet there was not. None were connected to a gas tap, and most of the
         equipment was neatly stored away as it must have been throughout the summer holidays.
      

      “Really?” Mr. Yoland remarked. “A very fine old house. Fifteenth century, I believe, with quite a fascinating past. We have
         had a number of very successful school history field trips there. If I recall correctly, there are some most interesting Roman
         remains in the grounds. Tell me, Phillipa, what is your father’s occupation?”
      

      “He makes television commercials,” Pip replied. “He works from home.”

      “Fascinating! Most fascinating!” Mr. Yoland glanced at his homeroom list and looked up at Tim, continuing, “and that, I assume,
         is your musically inclined brother, Timothy?”
      

      “Yes,” Pip confirmed.

      As the teacher spoke, Pip felt a faint trembling 
         against her chest, as if a mobile phone was going off against her skin. She touched the pendant through the material of her
         shirt. It was quivering.
      

      Mr. Yoland entered Tim’s name in the register and, with an old-fashioned brass and wood scientific ruler, drew several short
         lines and some ditto marks beside it. Pip noticed how precise and neat his writing appeared. The ink in his pen was sepia,
         the color of old documents or faded photographs.
      

      As Pip turned to go back to her stool, she found the trembling ceased but the flame she had seen in Mr. Yoland’s eye remained
         in her own, the shifting image temporarily burned into her retina. At the same time, a faint perfume seemed to come from the
         teacher as if he was wearing a strong aftershave scented with thyme and lemon blossom.
      

      When the registration process was finished, course timetables and maps of the school were handed out. The class was then dismissed
         to find the rooms in which they would be taught.
      

      It was a large school, but well ordered. All the subject rooms were labeled — even the custodian’s office and store, full
         of mops, industrial vacuum cleaners, buckets and tins of polish bore a sign reading Janitor. Some of the classrooms were big: the geography room had a massive globe hanging from the ceiling, while the history room
         had cabinets full of displays of stone tools and old bottles with diagrams and pictures of famous battles hanging on the walls.
         In the IT room were ranks of PCs and printers. The design and technology workshops contained planing machines, a circular
         saw and a bandsaw, 
         wood and metal-turning lathes, a forge and several anvils — and an old Mini Metro in pieces. The art room had rows of easels,
         pottery wheels and a kiln for firing clay. The biology laboratory was lined with racks and shelves of preserved specimens
         in jars — pickled frogs and newts, a dissected chicken, a cow’s head that had been sliced in half lengthways so that one could
         see the interior. There were even some cows’ eyes in one jar that stared out disconcertingly from within a murky liquid.
      

      The gymnasium was particularly impressive: it contained a wide range of equipment from blue crash mats to indoor cricket nets,
         climbing bars and ropes, parallel bars, benches, a trampoline and several vaulting horses.
      

      At break time, Pip and Tim followed all the other pupils out into the playground. Most of the new Year Seven pupils stuck
         together in a large mass, talking to friends whom they had known in their junior schools but, as Pip and Tim knew no one,
         they kept themselves to themselves. Scrotton, they noticed, also tended not to mix.
      

      “What do you reckon to the place?” Pip asked her brother.

      “Pretty impressive,” Tim replied.

      “And what do you think of Mr. Yoland?” she continued. “I bet, when he started teaching, they still caned you and he wore a
         black gown like some emaciated Batman.”
      

      “And I bet,” Tim added, “he’s not someone to mess with, either.”

      Shortly before the bell went for them to return to their classroom, the boy Scrotton approached again, sidling up to them
         with an irritating smirk on his face.
      

      
         “You any good at chemistry?” he asked Tim forth-rightly.
      

      “No, not really,” Tim admitted. “I’ve never done it before and neither’s my sister. We didn’t have real science courses in
         junior school.”
      

      “Huh! I am,” Scrotton said dismissively, grunting and strutting off, pushing another boy out of his way as he went.

      As he walked away, Pip said quietly, “He smells a bit.”

      “Only a bit!” Tim agreed. “It’s definitely time he shook hands with Mr. Soap.”

      “And became acquainted with Mrs. Toothpaste,” Pip added, “but it’s not just BO or bad breath,” she went on. “He smells sort
         of…” She searched for an apt word, “… earthy.”
      

      “Who cares?” Tim said. “We’ll just give him a wide berth. He’ll sort himself out in time and we can ignore him. It’s a big
         school — there must be at least two hundred in Year Seven alone. We don’t have to come across him if we don’t want to.”
      

      Back in the chemistry laboratory, more formalities were completed. Scrotton came and sat around the corner of the bench, close
         to Tim. From there, he kept looking at him, as if studying him or trying to catch his eye to engage him in conversation. Every
         now and then he cast a quick look in Mr. Yoland’s direction. The teacher, save just once when he briefly acknowledged Scrotton’s
         look, ignored him. Tim similarly did his best to pay him no attention.
      

      When the lunchtime bell rang, Pip and Tim collected their food from their lockers and followed everyone else to a huge room
         marked Dining Hall. At one 
         end was a counter selling cartons of juice or milk, soft drinks, biscuits, sweets, fruit, salad boxes and pre-packed sandwiches.
         Down the center were rows of plastic tables and chairs. Pip and Tim chose a table and sat down, opening their lunch boxes.
         They had just started to eat when Scrotton approached them and positioned himself across the table. He did not appear to have
         any food.
      

      “What have you got?” he inquired.

      “Sandwiches,” Pip said.

      “What’s in ‘em?” Scrotton demanded.

      Tim kicked Pip’s ankle under the table, but he was too late.

      “Cheese and tomato,” she replied.

      “Give me one. I forgot mine,” Scrotton retorted.

      “No,” said Tim firmly. “If you want something, go and buy it.”

      “Forgot me money,” Scrotton answered.

      “Tough!” Tim exclaimed and he purposefully bit into his first sandwich, holding it so that Scrotton could see it and adding,
         “Mine’re Marmite and lettuce.”
      

      Scrotton gave them both a sneer and walked away to disappear among the tables.

      “Charming!” Pip exclaimed.

      “Every school’s got one,” Tim observed.

      For the remainder of the day, Pip and Tim visited all their different subject teachers. In each classroom, they were given
         sets of text and exercise books. They gathered them all up and put them in their lockers. For one period, they were separated
         to be placed into groups for games and PE.
      

      The last period of the day involved returning to the  
         chemistry laboratory to be dismissed by Mr. Yoland, who stood by the door as they filed out.
      

      Walking past the teacher, Pip momentarily felt the strangest sensation. Although he was standing at least two meters from
         her with his arms folded across his chest, looking down the corridor at the other departing pupils, she somehow felt he was
         reaching out towards her. It was, she thought, as if she was going through a sort of magnetic field which was attracting every
         cell in her body, tingling every muscle and tugging at every nerve. A meter behind Mr. Yoland stood Scrotton, ostensibly rummaging
         in a grubby sports bag yet watching her intently at the same time.
      

      “Well, kids, how’s your day been?” asked Mr. Ledger as they got into his car.

      “It’s a huge school,” Tim said. “Lots of equipment and stuff. Not like the junior school at all.”

      “No,” said Mr. Ledger. “This is the real thing. Secondary education. Learning in the raw! No more playing in the sandpit,
         sitting on the story mat, cuddling Georgie the gerbil and eating the play dough.”
      

      “Do you have any idea at all what we actually did in junior school, Dad?” Pip inquired.

      For a moment, Mr. Ledger took his eyes off the road ahead and grinned broadly at them over the back of the driver’s seat.

      “Not a clue,” he said and he winked.

      Immediately after tea, Pip and Tim went up to their rooms, arranged their school books on their bedroom shelves and changed
         out of their uniforms. Pip then sat on her bed and, with Tim at her side, leaned towards 
         the wall, giving a few tentative taps on the wooden paneling. For a moment, there was silence before she and Tim could just
         discern the distant sound of Sebastian coming up through the wall, rising along the secret passage from his place under the
         ground.
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      Over the weeks, since their battle with de Loudéac, they had seen little of Sebastian. A few times, they had caught sight
         of him in the distance, down by the river, usually in the evening, a solitary figure slowly walking along the bank deep in
         thought, his hands thrust behind his back. Twice, he had turned away from the river and come up to the house, but he had not
         stayed long and had said very little. When Pip asked him what he was thinking about, he was reticent and remarked only that,
         despite their vanquishing of de Loudéac, he still felt ill at ease and the aqua soporiferum, the potion that induced sleep, would not yet let him fall into a deep slumber. This, he continued, was a sign that something
         remained amiss, although he could not identify it. When Tim had asked if he was worried that Malodor might return, he had
         evaded the question and simply said there remained much evil abroad in the world.
      

      Sebastian soon materialized in Pip’s bedroom, climbing out from behind the panel in the wall and closing it behind him.

      “Has your day been a good day?” he inquired, sitting cross-legged on the floor before Pip and Tim. “How is your new school?”

      
         “Big,” Tim replied. “It must have at least a thousand pupils and over fifty teachers.”
      

      “We’ve got the head of chemistry as our homeroom teacher,” Pip added.

      “Strange guy,” Tim went on. “He’s got the hearing of a bat. I hummed something and he picked it up at five meters. Bit strict,
         but then we’re in his laboratory for a homeroom, so I suppose he has to be.”
      

      “There’s more to him than that,” Pip went on. “He’s creepy. When he looks at you, you get the feeling he’s sort of studying
         you.”
      

      “Really,” Sebastian replied thoughtfully, adding, “describe him to me.”

      Tim conjured up a mental picture of the teacher. “He’s tall,” he began, “thin, long bony fingers. Brown hair going gray. Weird
         haircut. Bald on top. Sticks out at the sides. A bit like Krusty the Clown’s, only not green.”
      

      Sebastian looked nonplussed. “Never mind,” Pip said, “you won’t have heard of Krusty.”

      “Quite a pointed nose,” Tim continued.

      “With hairs sprouting from the nostrils,” Pip cut in. “Earholes are pretty hairy, too.”

      “Of what age would you consider him?” Sebastian asked.

      “Mid-fifties,” Tim guessed, continuing, “pale skin, large ears.”

      “And his eyes?” Sebastian inquired.

      An involuntary shudder ran down Pip’s back. Something told her this interrogation was taking a nasty turn.

      “Dark,” she reported. “Sort of deep. The light from the window reflected in them,” she paused, “as if there 
         was a flame burning way down inside him, in the middle of his head. And,” she went on, “he uses a strong aftershave.”
      

      “Of herbs and citrus fruit?” Sebastian asked.

      Another ripple of fear ran down Pip’s spine.

      “Yes,” she nodded and said, “thyme and lemons.”

      “It was not as you suppose a balm for shaving,” Sebastian continued. “It was the scent of a pomander.”

      “A what?” Tim replied.

      “In my father’s time,” Sebastian explained, “it was believed that noxious odors caused disease and, if one could counteract
         them with a pleasant smell, the risk of infection was much reduced. Thus people carried lemons and such fruit with them, often
         pierced with cloves, to produce a strong and beneficial scent. Of course, only the wealthy were able to do this, for such
         fruit were both rare and costly.”
      

      “Sort of like aromatherapy,” Pip remarked. “Did it work?”

      “No,” Sebastian said bluntly, “it did not. One cannot control sickness merely with vapors.”

      “At the end of the day,” Pip went on, “as we were dismissed, I had the strangest feeling. Going past him, I had the impression
         he was sort of magnetizing me. He wasn’t looking at me and he wasn’t close, and yet…”
      

      “And the pendant?” Sebastian inquired.

      “I couldn’t look at it much without drawing attention to it,” Pip admitted, “but, during registration, it vibrated.”

      A realization began to dawn on Tim.

      “Are you saying,” he asked Sebastian, “that our homeroom teacher…?”

      
         “Finally,” Sebastian continued, ignoring him, “in your class, is there a boy of diminutive stature who seems quite objectionable?”
      

      It was Tim’s turn to nod.

      “And his name, dare I hazard,” Sebastian added, “is Guy Scratton.”

      “Scrotton,” Tim corrected him. “Guy Scrotton.”

      “Time changes words,” Sebastian replied, adding pensively, “and I would wager the master’s name is Yoland.”

      “Yes,” Tim confirmed in a voice little louder than a trembling whisper.

      “You mean you know them?” Pip asked incredulously, a feeling of intense dread welling up through her entire body as if she
         were being filled with liquid fear.
      

      “In a manner of speaking,” Sebastian answered. “Let us say I was once acquainted with them, many years ago.”

      “Hang on!” Tim exclaimed. “Are you telling us Scrotton and Yoland’re like you, six hundred and something years old?”

      “And they can hibernate like you?” Pip asked.

      “No,” replied Sebastian. “They are both ignorant of aqua soporiferum which permits me, as you put it, to hibernate. Only I possess that knowledge, handed down to me by my father. Yet do you
         recall,” he went on, “the threefold aims of alchemy, of which I have informed you?”
      

      “Make a homunculus, turn common metals into gold, and achieve immortality,” Tim said.

      “The latter,” Sebastian added, “was to be done by the discovery of the elixir vitae, or elixir of life, otherwise known as aurum potabile, or liquid gold. Yoland has 
         clearly obtained an elixir, but it seems not to be the actual potion, for he continues to age, if slowly.”
      

      “And Scrotton also has a sip of this brew off and on?” Tim surmised.

      “Indeed, no,” Sebastian retorted. “Scrotton has no need of the elixir. He simply does not die.”

      “Like yeah!” Tim retorted. “That’s impossible. Everything living dies at some time.”

      “On the contrary,” Sebastian said. “Scrotton has already died, long ago, and is now — how can I put it…”

      “Resurrected?” Pip suggested incredulously.

      “Not exactly,” Sebastian replied. “More preserved.”

      “Preserved!” Pip exclaimed.

      “You mean like a pickled onion?” Tim went on. He looked at Pip. “Might account for the whiff.”

      “Do you know of embalming?” Sebastian then asked.

      “The ancient Egyptians did it to their dead pharaohs,” Tim replied. “I saw it on the History Channel.”

      “The reason for that,” Sebastian explained, “was so that they could be reborn again in human form in the afterlife.”

      “So Scrotton’s a reborn ancient Egyptian!” Pip blurted out.

      “The curse of the pharaohs in the flesh?” Tim added, raising his hands, gnarling his fingers into crooked hooks and flailing
         his arms. “The mummy returns!”
      

      “No,” Sebastian said, “the knowledge of embalming was brought to these shores by Phoenician sailors well before the time of
         Our Lord Jesus. Ancient Britons learnt of it from them. Scrotton, I am certain, has never left these shores.”
      

      
         “So how old is he?” Tim asked.
      

      “I would think,” Sebastian answered, “he is probably the better part of 6,000 years old by now”

      Pip and Tim fell silent.

      “I just can’t get my head around this,” Tim said at length.

      “Are you telling us,” Pip rejoined, “that we’ve got a 6,000-year-old ancient British boy in our class?”

      “Maybe his father worked as a brickie when they built Stonehenge,” Tim ventured glibly.

      “I know not what you mean by brickie,” Sebastian replied, “but, yes, it is not inconceivable he was present at the construction
         of that megalithic monument.”
      

      “Might be an idea, sis,” Tim suggested pensively, “to copy off him in history tests.”

      “It may well be,” Sebastian agreed, “for Scrotton is not as stupid as he may seem. He is, after all, a familiar.”

      “A familiar what?” Tim replied.

      Sebastian smiled a little indulgently. “I use the word as a noun, not as an adjective. A familiar is a companion, sometimes
         to an alchemist, sometimes to anyone who is involved in the magic arts.”
      

      “You mean like witches always had black cats or toads or something?” Tim suggested.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Sebastian agreed, “although talk of such things is more folklore than fact. A true familiar was
         more like a personal servant,” he went on, “who catered to his master’s or mistress’s needs and assisted them in their work.
         In time, the most experienced familiars became almost as learned as those for whom they worked, for they picked up experience
         and knowledge along the way.”
      

      
         It was then that Pip and Tim remembered the words of the boy standing next to them by the lockers: he sucks up to teachers. This remark suddenly took on a whole new meaning — Scrotton might be Yoland’s familiar. Pip, for what she thought must have
         been the first time in her life, felt for her brother’s hand on the duvet and held it tightly.
      

      “So,” she asked quaveringly, not wanting to hear the answer, “who — or what — is Yoland?”

      “You will recall,” Sebastian commenced, “my speaking to you of my father who was alchemist to the court of King Henry the
         Fifth. When the King died, you remember how there was a power struggle to gain control and how Humfrey, Duke of Gloucester,
         claimed the regency of the infant King Henry the Sixth?”
      

      Pip and Tim nodded.

      “When Gloucester’s plan to be regent was thwarted,” Sebastian went on, “and his brother, the Duke of Bedford, was appointed
         regent, Gloucester set about seeking to gain power by all means. He became Protector and Defender of the Kingdom and Church
         and was ennobled as the Earl of Pembroke. Deeply embroiled in political activities, he needed to be able to assess what his
         opponents were planning. To achieve this, he needed assistance and turned to Yoland, taking him into his employ. They had
         first met when Yoland was a student of theology at Balliol College, in the University of Oxford.”
      

      “So Yoland was employed by Gloucester as an alchemist like your father?” Pip suggested.

      “Yes!” Tim exclaimed, a sequence of events rapidly unfolding in his mind. “If he could find the way to turn 
         iron into gold, Gloucester could have become immensely rich and raised an army and then…”
      

      Sebastian held up his hand. “A fair hypothesis,” he said, “but incorrect, for Yoland was not an experienced alchemist. The
         transmutation of metals or the fashioning of a homunculus was quite beyond his abilities. Although he possessed some alchemical
         knowledge from his studies, he was more of a mage, what one might call today a magician.”
      

      “A magician?” queried Tim. “You mean he pulled rabbits out of hats and eggs out of your ears?”

      “No,” said Sebastian with a hint of impatience at Tim’s frivolity. “He was a mage, a wise man, someone who accumulated knowledge.
         What you describe were the actions of court entertainers and jesters.”
      

      “What sort of knowledge?” Pip asked.

      Sebastian thought for a minute. “Yoland was fascinated by alchemy, as were many educated men at that time, but his real interest
         lay in…” He paused and looked out of the window towards the river, “… understanding the baser instincts of men. I suppose
         you might call him a kind of an…” Sebastian paused again, “… evil psychiatrist, a man who seeks to…”
      

      “… get inside other people’s heads?” Tim suggested.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Sebastian responded. “His aim was to comprehend people’s motivation by searching their souls. If
         he could understand their desires, he could manipulate their souls. In effect, steal them.”
      

      “Steal them…?” Pip said.

      “Not steal in the sense one might a coin or valuable object,” Sebastian explained. “More to gain control 
         over. One only has to know some of the thoughts harbored in another’s soul to discover that person’s innermost secrets and
         enter their very being. And the deeper one may go, the greater the control.”
      

      “What you really mean,” Tim said, “is that once Yoland got inside the head of one of Gloucester’s enemies, he could tell what
         it was he was after so Gloucester could give it to him and sort of buy him.”
      

      “Indeed!” Sebastian exclaimed. “And this is exactly what happened. Yet all did not go well for Gloucester. In time, he gained
         many enemies and his wife was imprisoned in Leeds Castle in the county of Kent, accused of sorcery. Some of his followers
         whom he bought, as you put it, Tim, were accused of conspiring to kill the King and put their master on the throne in his
         stead. Gloucester’s son, Arthur, was among them.”
      

      “And after the plot was uncovered,” said Pip, “all his men were executed, I suppose.”

      “No,” Sebastian replied, “the King pardoned them. His Majesty, you see, knew of Yoland and his powers. He believed Gloucester’s
         men and son had been bewitched.”
      

      “What happened to Gloucester?” Pip asked.

      “He died in 1447,” Sebastian replied. “Some believed, poisoned by followers of the Earl of Suffolk, one of his enemies. Others
         declared he died of palsy. Yet I heard talk and believe that Yoland killed him so that no one might discover his part in the
         planned overthrow of the King.”
      

      “How did Yoland kill him?” Tim inquired.

      Sebastian answered, “To the best of my knowledge, 
         by giving him a honey and saffron quiche containing henbane.”
      

      “Quite a thought,” Tim mused. “Our homeroom teacher is a murderer, a mind-bender and a traitor. They don’t come worse that
         that! Except,” he added, “maybe the Duke of Gloucester.”
      

      “Do not judge Gloucester too harshly,” Sebastian responded. “He was known by many as the Good Duke Humfrey. He was a widely
         read and a very educated man and a great collector of books which he gave to the University of Oxford, where they remain to
         this day in a grand building called Duke Humfrey’s Library.”
      

      “So you can go there and borrow them?” Tim asked in amazement.

      Sebastian smiled. “They are not lent, being most rare, but you may enter the library and see them.”

      “Cool!” Tim exclaimed.

      “Let me get this right,” Pip said. “Yoland is able to look into people’s minds, see what they are thinking and then corrupt
         them.”
      

      “Yes,” Sebastian agreed bluntly.

      “So Yoland can read minds!” Tim exclaimed. “And now he’s our homeroom teacher. Cosmic!” he added ironically. “No more lame
         sorry-my-homework’s-late-the-cat-threw-up-on-it excuses. Tell him a lie and he’ll see through it. But he doesn’t sound that
         dangerous to me. It’s not as if he can turn us into newts or snails, or make another homunculus, and I see no reason why he
         might want to get inside our heads. We’re school kids. Hardly worth bribing.”
      

      Pip listened quietly to her brother and then said, 
         “I’m not so sure.” She looked at Sebastian. “What about his magnetizing me?”
      

      “He was reaching out to you,” Sebastian declared, “searching for you, to see how easily he might gain access to your mind.”

      Pip shivered at the thought and whispered, “Why me? What’s in my mind that he can want? A knowledge of the best shampoo for
         split ends? Where to get film-star gossip on the Internet?”
      

      “That remains to be seen,” Sebastian answered, which did nothing to ease Pip’s anguish.

      At that moment, Mrs. Ledger called up the stairs, announcing supper.

      “I shall depart,” Sebastian declared, “to consider this turn of events. We shall meet again later this evening.”

      He opened the panel in the wall, slipping through as it closed behind him. They could hear him descending the passageway in
         the wall. He made less noise than a mouse in the woodwork.
      

      “I presume you have no homework?” asked their mother as they sat down to supper.

      “Not yet,” said Tim. “We’ve not really begun any classes.”

      “It will come,” their father predicted solemnly. “You can count on that. You’ll soon forget how to operate a television remote.”
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      After supper, Sebastian reappeared in Tim’s bedroom as he sat at his computer, playing a rally driving game. For some minutes,
         he watched over Tim’s shoulder as 
         he swung a bright silver virtual Toyota Land Cruiser over a tortuous succession of sand dunes on the Paris—Dakar Rally. It
         was not until Tim reached the next checkpoint that Sebastian spoke.
      

      “I have been considering the situation,” he announced. “Let us talk.”

      Stopping for Pip in her room, they went downstairs and out through the kitchen. As they passed her, Mrs. Ledger said pleasantly,
         “Hello, Sebastian!”
      

      “Good evening, Mrs. Ledger,” he answered. “I hope you are well.”

      “I’m in fine spirits, thank you,” she replied, smiling.

      Going by the open kitchen window, Pip and Tim overheard their mother say to their father, “That Sebastian is such a polite
         boy. You’d hardly think he was a modern lad at all!” Pip and Tim grinned at each other and kept on walking.
      

      Dusk was falling as they made their way over the fields towards the river, following a path Mr. Ledger had mown across the
         meadow. Once they reached the stand of willows that leaned out over the water, they turned and made their way along the bank
         in the direction of the copse of trees known since Sebastian’s father’s day as the Garden of Eden. Rafts of dead leaves and
         twigs flowed by on the current. The water was black and running fast. Tim tried to see if there were any trout in the places
         where the river ran over a stony bed, but his eyes were unable to penetrate the surface in the failing light.
      

      On reaching the edge of the trees, Sebastian led the way into the cover and headed for the clearing in the middle of the copse.
         The beds of alchemical herbs which Pip had tidied only weeks before were now overgrown, 
         many of the plants gone to seed or dying off. Those which were perennials were heavy with fruit or overripe berries and looked
         drab. In the center of the clearing stood a new oak bench which Mrs. Ledger had had placed there. She had come to love the
         little stand of trees, often going there on summer weekend afternoons to read or just sit with Mr. Ledger, a tray of tortilla
         crisps and a bottle of chilled wine or a jug of iced margarita, Mrs. Ledger’s favorite summer drink, between them. Several
         times she had said to Pip or Tim how peaceful the clearing was, how the rest of the world hardly seemed to exist when she
         was there with a good book.
      

      “It’s really quite a magical place,” she remarked more than once.

      Her children always smiled indulgently but said nothing.

      For a few minutes, Sebastian walked around the clearing, breaking off seed-heads or dead leaves and placing them in a small
         leather pouch hanging from his belt. When he was done, he pointed to the bench and said, “Let us be seated.”
      

      Across the river, a cock pheasant started to chirp loudly in the long grass, another taking up the call over towards the quarry.
         The grating sound set Pip’s nerves on edge. Overhead, small birds flitted silently between the boughs as they made for their
         night roosts. A small breeze riffled through the branches, the leaves whispering.
      

      “So?” Tim asked at length, breaking their silence. “What’s going down, Sebastian? What’s Yoland’s game?”

      Sebastian paused for a moment and then answered, “Whatever it is, be certain it is not a game. He shares not 
         Malodor’s aim of creating a homunculus, for he has not the skill. He may be seeking to perfect the making of au-rum potabile, but I do not believe this to be the case. He has no immediate need of it, for he is aging so slowly. He may, however, be
         concentrating on the transmutation of base metals into gold. Yet again, I think not.”
      

      “Has that ever been achieved?” Pip inquired with more than a hint of skepticism.

      Sebastian smiled faintly and admitted, “There were many charlatans in my father’s time who claimed success in order to gain
         favor with powerful men, but I saw no genuine proof. Yet,” he went on, “it is possible, for science has achieved this aim
         in the present day. One element may indeed be transformed into another under the right conditions, with great heat and pressure.
         My father deduced the theory, yet the necessary conditions were unattainable in his lifetime. Today, they are.”
      

      “Yes,” Tim agreed, “but not in a glass test tube in a school laboratory.”

      “Indeed not,” Sebastian concurred. “Yet it still stands that, with the appropriate equipment, Yoland could attempt it.”

      “Yeah, right!” Tim exclaimed. “The appropriate equipment! A scientific research institution the size of a large town, a workforce
         of thousands, a budget of billions. Not exactly the tools available to a chemistry teacher following the National Curriculum.
         Besides,” he went on, “what’s the point? If you’re a government, or the Bank of England or something, it might be worth your
         while, but as an individual, you can’t do much with pure gold.”
      

      
         Sebastian looked puzzled. “I do not understand,” he said. “Gold is most valuable.”
      

      “Time for lesson number thirty-two in twenty-first-century studies,” Tim announced. “In your day, if you wanted to buy bread
         you took a bronze coin along to the baker and he gave you a loaf,” he went on.
      

      “Several loaves,” Sebastian cut in pedantically, “and the coin was silver.”

      “Whatever,” Tim said, searching for another example. “All right, how much would your father have paid for a good horse?”

      “I know not,” Sebastian replied.

      “OK,” said Tim, “but how did he pay for it?”

      “In gold coins, usually nobles, or maybe in ounces of gold,” Sebastian declared. “It was the way.”

      “Exactly,” said Tim. “Today, it’s different. Sure, if you want to buy something you could still use a coin.” He took a pound
         coin out of his pocket, spun it in midair, caught it and put it back in his pocket. “It looks like gold, but it’s not a gold
         coin at all. And it’s not worth that much either. Enough for a bag of fries if you’re lucky. What we can’t do is go to a bank
         and withdraw or deposit gold. Walk up to the counter and try to pay in a gold and, bingo! The alarms go off, the bars go down,
         the doors lock and you’ll be surrounded by the Old Bill in seconds.”
      

      “Old Bill who?” Sebastian asked.

      “It’s a nickname for the police,” Pip explained.

      “My point is,” Tim said, “even if Yoland had the means, making gold would be a waste of time as he couldn’t spend it or convert
         it into cash without raising suspicion. You can’t sell gold unless it’s already been made 
         into something, like jewelry, and you can’t buy gold, jewelry apart, unless you’re a licensed gold dealer. All our money these
         days is really virtual money. He’d do better magically counterfeiting credit cards or debit cards.”
      

      “Debit cards?” Sebastian echoed.

      Tim took his wallet out of his hip pocket and slid his Switch card free of the leather. “This,” he held it out to Sebastian,
         “is a computer-coded slip of plastic which, when run through a card reader in a shop, can debit money from my savings account
         in the bank on the spot. I buy something but no actual money changes hands.”
      

      Sebastian took the card, turning it over and closely scrutinizing it.

      “This is indeed a fascinating concept,” he declared.

      From the far end of the Garden of Eden came the soft hoot of a tawny owl. Sebastian looked up, searching the trees to locate
         the bird.
      

      “Is the owl…?” Pip began.

      “There is no cause for alarm,” Sebastian quickly reassured her. “We are secure here. The owl is but an owl.”

      The bird took to the wing, flying slowly through the trees towards them. It settled on a bough of a sycamore, sending a small
         shower of helicopter-winged seeds pirouetting to the ground.
      

      “I believe,” Sebastian said finally, “you are correct, Tim. He is not trying to transmute metals for he has not the ability.
         Once, he tried to gain my father’s assistance in this but my father, realizing Yoland was dishonorable, refused to assist
         him, and his efforts came to nothing.”
      

      “So Yoland, like Malodor, was your father’s enemy,” Pip said.

      
         “Yoland,” Sebastian replied softly, “was one of those who betrayed my father. He was one of those,” he went on, “who put firebrands
         to my father’s pyre.”
      

      Tim put a consoling hand on Sebastian’s shoulder.

      The owl took to the wing once more, flying across the river and off into the gathering night. Pip watched its ungainly flight
         until it disappeared in the dusk.
      

      “Night falls and we must return,” Sebastian declared. “It is in the hours of darkness that evil thrives.”

      They stood up and began the walk across the field towards the house. Far off, a small flock of two dozen sheep clustered together
         under a spreading oak. They belonged to Geoff, a local farmer to whom Mr. Ledger gave the grazing rights. In what little daylight
         was left, they looked like clumps of dense mist hugging the ground. As the three of them drew near, a few of the animals rose
         to their feet, their rear quarters rising clumsily before their front. Tim, who was carrying his halogen flashlight, shone
         it on the sheep’s faces. As the beam caught their eyes they reflected a brilliant silver.
      

      “Look!” he joked. “They’ve got their headlights on.”
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      The first period of the following morning’s timetable was biology. The teacher, a young woman called Miss Bates, was clearly
         passionate about her subject and eager to enthuse her pupils.
      

      “Biology,” she announced, “is the study of life, of living organisms smaller than a pinhead or bigger than an elephant.” To
         illustrate her point, she had set up a 
         row of microscopes and specimens down one side of her laboratory. One by one the class took turns to study them. Pip was entranced
         by some minuscule creatures cavorting in half a centimeter of water in a flat Petri dish. According to a label next to them,
         they were Daphnia pulex, the common water flea. When Tim asked if they bit like dog or cat fleas, Miss Bates smiled and assured him that they did
         not. The next specimen was a prepared glass slide containing a butterfly’s wing, the scales iridescent under the light shining
         upon it. Next to that was a cross-section of a plant stem showing the various vessels carrying sap.
      

      As everyone made their way around this display, Tim happened to catch sight of Scrotton. He was not following everyone else
         but keeping close to the teacher, asking her specific questions about the specimens. She, Tim noticed, answered them but it
         was obvious she was annoyed by Scrotton and, eventually, she asked him to return to his seat. He obeyed but Tim saw him scowl
         behind her back.
      

      When the tour of specimens was over, Miss Bates ordered each pupil to return to one of them and draw what they saw on the
         first page of their biology notebooks. Tim chose a cow’s tooth that had been vertically sawn in half, showing the root, nerve
         canal and layers of enamel and dentin. Pip decided to attempt a water flea, accepted it was too great a task and concentrated
         instead on the butterfly wing, drawing as accurately as she could the veins and feathering on the edge.
      

      Towards the end of the lesson, Pip happened to pause and sit upright to ease her muscles. Sitting on a 
         stool at a laboratory bench, bending forward to concentrate on the microscope and her drawing, had made her back ache. As
         she stretched her shoulders, she happened to look up at the rows of preserved specimens on shelves at the side of the room.
         In one large sealed jar, a dissected frog was spread-eagled against a sheet of Perspex, held in place by threads at the ends
         of its limbs. Its intestines had been removed to show its blood system, the veins and arteries stained different colors. From
         each organ stretched a thin white cord terminating in a plastic label identifying it.
      

      “A chamber of horrors,” Tim remarked quietly. “Biology might be the study of life but apart from that potted cactus,” he glanced
         in the direction of the laboratory window, “those water fleas, Miss Bates and us, everything else in here’s met a grisly end.”
      

      Yet, no sooner had he spoken than Pip flinched.

      “What’s up, sis?” Tim inquired.

      Nodding in the direction of the specimen display shelf, she muttered, “That frog…”

      “What about it, sis?”

      “It’s…” Pip began.

      “It’s what?”

      “… alive.”

      “That’s crazy!” Tim retorted. “A zombie frog.”

      Pip was certain the frog was returning to life. Its heart was feebly pulsing, its limbs, pinioned to the transparent sheet,
         were flexing as if the creature was struggling to break free. Its head moved from side to side.
      

      “It is!” Pip rejoined sharply.

      “No way!” Tim replied, staring up at the specimen 
         jar. “That one’s definitely hopped its last hop. You’ll be telling me next one of the pickled eyes winked at you.”
      

      “Look at it!” Pip insisted.

      To humor his sister, Tim did so. The frog, the flesh of which was blanched by years of immersion in formaldehyde preserving
         liquid, was irremovably transfixed to the Perspex.
      

      “There!” Pip muttered urgently. She was sure the frog’s hind leg jerked, kicking out at one of the label cords. “See it?”

      “No,” Tim answered. “Not a flicker. I tell you, sis, it’s croaked its last croak.”

      What neither of them noticed was Scrotton watching them from behind an exercise book, grinning.
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      That evening, as Pip sat on her bed watching television, the panel in the wall opened and Sebastian stepped into the room.

      “You could learn to knock, too,” she commented caustically.

      “Please accept my apology,” Sebastian answered. “It is not my intention to catch you unawares. It is that I am not accustomed
         to finding the house occupied, even after the several months of your living here. For many years, the house has been unoccupied
         over long periods, and I have grown used to being the only resident.” He sat on Pip’s dressing-table stool, facing her.
      

      “What about the old man who lived here? Your so-called uncle?”

      
         “He was not here for long,” Sebastian replied evasively.
      

      “After your father’s death,” Pip continued, “why didn’t his enemies take over the house? They must have wanted it.”

      “Indeed, they did,” Sebastian agreed, “yet they dared not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they were afraid,” Sebastian answered bluntly.

      “Afraid of what?” Pip came back.

      “Afraid of me,” Sebastian said.

      Pip stared at him.

      “Of you?”

      “Of what I can do,” Sebastian answered.

      Tim, hearing them speaking, came in from his room, dumping himself down on the end of Pip’s bed.

      “Anyone invited to this party?” He grinned at Pip and winked. “Or am I the spare sandwich at the picnic?”

      Pip gave her brother a look she hoped might silence him for the rest of the evening. Or longer. For his part, Tim mimed zipping
         his mouth shut.
      

      “I have,” Sebastian stated, “today given much thought to Yoland.”

      “So what do you reckon he’s up to?” Tim asked.

      “That I cannot surmise,” Sebastian admitted, “and in order to discover more, I feel I need to enter your school, to observe
         him for myself.”
      

      “Neat!” Tim exclaimed, remembering his walk during the summer with Sebastian on a lead, disguised as a brown-and-white Jack
         Russell terrier. “What will you go as? You can’t go in as a JRT. Not into classrooms, anyway.”
      

      
         “He could go in as a pet mouse,” Pip suggested. “There’s a girl in my gym group who has a pet rat she keeps in her pocket.
         It lives in a box in her locker during PE.”
      

      “How about a cat?” Tim suggested. “I’ve seen one wandering about.”

      “I need wider access than is afforded to an animal,” Sebastian said, “for I cannot see Yoland permitting such a creature in
         his laboratory. Besides, I need more than to observe him in passing. I must study him, get close to him. To this end,” he
         declared, “I need to join your class.”
      

      Tim and Pip exchanged a glance.

      “That’s not going to be easy,” Pip declared. “You can’t just walk into the school. You’re going to have to get registered,
         be entered on the database.”
      

      “That’s not all,” Tim said. “You’re going to have to have a uniform. And you don’t just need to look like us. You’ll need
         to be like us. We’ll have to make you into a modern kid.”
      

      Sebastian looked somewhat hurt and rejoined, “I do not see that I am dissimilar to you.”

      Tim laughed. “You must be joking!”

      “I jest not!” Sebastian exclaimed.

      “I jest not!” Tim repeated and he looked at Pip. “We’ve got a serious makeover to do here and it’s going to take a lot more
         than a school jacket and a pair of sneakers.”
      

      Sebastian looked himself up and down and replied, somewhat ironically, “I do not see that modern boys have three arms or five
         legs. Since I was born, I do not see that human anatomy has changed very much.”
      

      “No,” Tim agreed, “it hasn’t, but just about everything else has.”

      
         “Very well,” said Sebastian, standing stiffly in the middle of the room as if waiting for a tailor to fit him with a suit,
         “teach me to be modern.”
      

      Pip and Tim ran their eyes over Sebastian. “Well,” Pip said eventually, switching off her television, “let’s get on with it.”

      “For a start,” Tim began, “you’ve got to chill out.”

      “Chill out?” Sebastian looked somewhat puzzled.

      “Be relaxed,” Tim explained. “Let it all hang out.”

      “Let what hang out?” Sebastian asked. “Hang out of what?”

      “It’s an expression,” Pip said.

      “Don’t be so uptight all the time,” Tim went on. “Life’s less formal now. For example, language isn’t so exact. Don’t say
         ‘Good morning,’ say ‘Morning’ or ‘How’re you doing?’ or just ‘Hi.’ Don’t say ‘I do not like that,’ say ‘That’s uncool.’ If
         you like something, say ‘That’s really cool.’ “
      

      “A state of low temperature seems to have become a superlative,” Sebastian remarked sardonically.

      For half an hour, Pip and Tim attempted to tutor Sebastian in modern slang. For his part, Sebastian found it difficult to
         understand why a “mare” meant awful, while a “piece of cake” meant easy. He could not see the connection between, as he put
         it, the female of a horse or a pastry and a state of unattractiveness or ease of function. Nor could he comprehend why a simple
         meal of bread and sausage should be called a “hot dog.” “Knackered” he did grasp, for there had been knackers in the fifteenth
         century, but how the noun for a horse slaughterer had come to mean the verb “to be tired” 
         was a linguistic leap he could not rationalize. As for what a “blockbuster” was, Sebastian was totally lost.
      

      “Look,” Tim said at length, “don’t try and work out how these words came about. Just accept that they have.”

      “Finally,” said Pip, “there’s the word ‘wicked.’ “

      “Of that,” Sebastian declared, “I think I am more than acquainted with the meaning.”

      “It means super, superlative,” Pip said.

      “Like,” Tim explained, “someone has a state of the art, brand new, multi-gear mountain bike…”

      “… and you say,” Pip stated, “‘That bike’s wicked.’”

      Sebastian stared at them.

      “I fail totally to comprehend…” he began.

      “Don’t try,” Tim said. “Just accept it.”

      “And,” Pip advised, “when we go to school, if you’re having problems just keep your mouth shut, listen and learn. Be polite
         to the teachers, but let the rest of us do the talking. You’ll soon catch on.”
      

      “Catch on?” Sebastian repeated.

      Tim looked to the ceiling and said, “Yes, get the drift, pick it up, go with the flow. Whatever you do, don’t say ‘I wonder
         if we will experience inclement weather today’ when what you mean is it looks like rain. People will wonder what planet you’ve
         fallen off.”
      

      “One cannot fall off a planet,” Sebastian answered. “The gravitational forces…”

      “Enough!” Tim exclaimed, holding up his hand.

      “Getting the lingo right’s one thing,” said Pip, “but… Well, look at the way you stand.”

      “I see nothing wrong with my stance,” Sebastian defended himself.

      
         “You look as if you’re on parade,” Tim said. “Nobody stands up straight these days. We all slouch.”
      

      “Yes,” said Sebastian with more than a hint of disparagement, “I’ve noticed.”

      “And we don’t dress neatly either. We look reasonable in our school uniforms,” Pip said, “but it’s a uniform, it’s not exactly
         what we’d wear if we wanted to. So, you know, sometimes you let your shirt hang out a bit or let your tie loose. You probably
         have to tuck them in or tighten them up when the teachers come, but the rest of the time you don’t. You just…”
      

      “Hang it all loose?” suggested Sebastian.

      Tim laughed. “Not exactly. Hanging loose is what we do. What your clothes do is just stick out over your belt.”

      “Life in this century,” said Sebastian, “is indeed more relaxed than in that of my father’s time, but you must remember that
         then I lived in royal circles where people dressed smartly and manners and courtly behavior were important. Yet I would add
         that not all of England was like that. The peasantry wore very crude and rough clothing, did not adhere to a life of manners
         and were far more like the people of today”
      

      “Are you implying,” Tim said, feigning anger, “that we are all peasants?”

      Sebastian looked at Tim, replying indirectly, “You are as you would choose to regard yourself.”

      While they had been talking, Pip had been studying Sebastian.

      “There’s something else as well,” she decided and, stepping across to Sebastian, stood by his side. “You’ll have to excuse
         me, but…” Reaching up, she ran her 
         fingers through his hair, tousling it. No sooner had her fingers left it, however, than it fell back into its former shape.
      

      Sebastian’s hairstyle was certainly not that of a modern boy. It was too long, and it curled under slightly. It reminded Pip
         of pageboys in history books.
      

      “We’ve got to do something about this,” Pip announced. “There’s only one thing to do.”

      She fumbled in a drawer of her dressing table and took out a pair of long-bladed scissors. Four minutes later, Sebastian had
         a new haircut, short behind his ears but a little bit longer at the back. In places, odd strands stuck out.
      

      “I might be able to sort that out with a bit of gel,” said Pip and she held up a mirror for Sebastian. “There you are — welcome
         to the twenty-first century.”
      

      Sebastian studied himself in the mirror.

      “What do you think?” asked Tim.

      “Well, to be quite truthful,” Sebastian answered, “I am not unduly impressed.”

      “I think,” Tim said to his sister, “that means he doesn’t like it.”
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      At breakfast the following day, Tim was very pensive. Usually chatty with his parents, he seemed deep in thought. Pip knew
         what he was thinking, for she too had the same concerns. It was one thing to cut Sebastian’s hair and teach him to either
         keep his mouth closed or speak slightly more modern English, but quite 
         another to get him a uniform and enter his details onto the school server.
      

      For most of the morning, Tim pondered the problem. The only computers he saw were those in the school secretary’s office or
         the IT classroom. At the mid-morning break, he sauntered into a joining-up meeting for the computer club, solely in the hope
         that it might give him access to the IT computers. It did: but they were not connected to the school intranet.
      

      “We’re out of luck,” he told Pip as the bell rang, but, in the period after break, he saw his chance.

      A library prefect came around the school to take all new pupils for a library orientation session.

      Just inside the main library door was a large wooden desk behind which sat the librarian. As the pupils entered, they lined
         up at the desk and were issued library cards, the information entered into the computer. Tim watched as the librarian logged
         on, typing in her user name and password. It was simplicity itself— her name, according to a badge she wore pinned to her
         sweater, was Mrs. Anne Patterson. Her user name was pata. Her password, Tim saw as she typed it, was books.

      Waiting until everyone had been issued with their library cards, Tim murmured to Pip, “Distract her. Get her away from the
         desk.”
      

      Pip nodded.

      A few minutes later, she went across to the desk and said, “Excuse me, miss. Could you please explain the classification system
         to me? We didn’t have anything like this in our junior school.”
      

      “Well, certainly,” said the librarian, evidently surprised that here was a child actually asking to be shown 
         around the library rather than taking it for granted and later mixing up all the books on the shelves. “Come with me and I’ll
         show you how it works.”
      

      The librarian stepped out from behind her desk. Tim waited until she and Pip were out of sight around the end of the first
         row of shelves then, checking that he was unobserved, he slid behind the desk and quickly punched in the woman’s access details.
         Immediately, he was into the school server.
      

      As quickly as he could, he made a new entry in the registration file. For Sebastian’s Christian name he entered Sebastian, thinking the less complicated he made things the better; for his surname he put down Gillette, the name of the razor his father used. Where the software requested a previous junior school address, Tim invented one off
         the top of his head and located it in Manchester, as far away and in the biggest city he could think of on the spur of the
         moment. As for Sebastian’s home address, he typed in The Cottage, Rawne Barton, grinning as he did so. After all, he thought, Sebastian did have an entry to his underground laboratory there and the building,
         the old coach house which was going to be converted into an office for his father, was a genuine postal address. He typed
         in Sebastian’s parents as being Mr. David and Mrs. Anna Gillette.
      

      No sooner had he pressed return and logged off than the librarian and Pip reappeared. Pip gave Tim a quick look to make sure he was finished. He gave her
         a sly nod and walked out.
      

      Sitting together eating their sandwiches in the dining hall at lunchtime, Tim said in an undertone, “He’s Gillette, Sebastian,
         and he’s in our homeroom.”
      

      
         At the end of the day, as they were about to leave the school, Pip said, “Only one obstacle to go now. Gillette, S. needs
         a school uniform.”
      

      “No problemo!” Tim remarked. “Just stand outside that door and keep your bag open.”

      Pip did as she was told. Tim opened the swing door and disappeared through into the boys’ locker room. Beyond, in the gymnasium,
         two soccer teams were warming up. Tim quickly worked his way along the row of hooks, looking for a jacket and a pair of pants
         that might fit Sebastian. It was not a difficult task, for Sebastian was more or less his size and Tim did not have to search
         for long. In under thirty seconds, he had them bundled under his arm. Walking as nonchalantly as he could towards the door,
         he stepped outside, checked that the corridor was empty and dumped them in Pip’s bag. She rapidly zipped it up.
      

      “I feel really guilty,” Pip admitted.

      Tim smirked and said, “All for a good cause.”

      It was only as they set off down the corridor that Tim realized he had forgotten something.

      “Hold on,” he said. “Got to go back.” He disappeared into the locker room again, to reappear with a school tie scrunched up
         in his hand.
      

      “Cinch!” he exclaimed to Pip, and they left the building.

      That evening, in Tim’s bedroom, Sebastian put on his school uniform with a pair of Tim’s sneakers and one of his shirts. As
         he dressed, Tim collected together some ballpoint pens, pencils, an eraser and a ruler as well as an old calculator, put them
         in a tattered pencil 
         case he had used in primary school and placed that in an airline bag he had picked up on vacation two years before.
      

      “Very sharp,” Pip said sarcastically when Sebastian was dressed. “You look like one of us.”

      “Really?” Tim replied.

      “Well, almost,” Pip said.

      “He is what he is,” Tim retorted. “A fifteenth-century imitation of a twenty-first-century kid.”

      “Certainly with the haircut,” Sebastian ruefully agreed. “Yet I shall do my best to conform to your standards.”

      Tim shrugged.

      “There is one thing,” said Pip. “We’d better cut out the name tag of the boy whose jacket and pants we stole.”

      She took the clothes and removed the owner’s name tags with a pair of nail scissors, replacing them with some of Tim’s.

      “That won’t just fool the school,” Pip said, “but Mum as well. It means we can put Master Gillette’s laundry in with ours.”

      “I have been considering another quandary,” Sebastian remarked. “How do I get to the school? It is some distance.”

      “Can’t you sort of use magic to make your way there?” Tim suggested. “Turn up as a bird and change into human mode in a stall
         in the boys’ room or behind the bike sheds.”
      

      “Yes,” Sebastian agreed, “that is possible but not wise. When I arrive, it must seem as if I am doing so in the fashion of
         my peers. Yoland and Scrotton will be 
         watching. A boy appearing suddenly around the end of a building he had not already stepped behind might arouse suspicion.”
      

      “We’ll have to give him a lift,” said Pip.

      “Mum’ll pull up at the side of the road if she sees him,” Tim stated. “She thinks the sun shines out of his earhole. What
         I suggest you do, Sebastian, is stand on the first corner of the road after the Rawne Barton turn-off. Our mother will have
         to slow down there to take the bend. Just put yourself where she can see you and keep walking slowly as if you’re on your
         way to school.”
      

      “Very well,” said Sebastian, “but what do you mean by your remark concerning the sun?”

      “Let it go,” Tim replied, grinning. “It’s just an expression. Take it as a compliment.”

      Sebastian shrugged, shook his head and said, “I will bid you goodnight and shall see you on the morrow at the aforementioned
         location.”
      

      “Try that again,” Tim requested.

      Sebastian thought for a moment and then replied, “Goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning at the place upon which we have agreed.”

      “Better,” Tim said. “Not perfect, but definitely better.”

      With that, Sebastian stepped through the panel in the wall and disappeared.

      “Think we can pull this off?” Pip asked as the faint sounds of Sebastian’s descent down the hidden passage receded.

      “Do you?” Tim replied.

      
         “It’s going to be a long haul,” she answered. “Getting him on the school register and making him look like Joe Bloggs in Year
         Seven was a cinch compared to what’s coming.”
      

      “Tell me about it,” Tim replied. “If we get a ‘quandary’ or two and a couple of ‘See you on the morrows’ on the morrow, we’ll
         be in for it.”
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      The following morning, as arranged, they came upon Sebastian walking along the side of the road as Mrs. Ledger slowed for
         the corner.
      

      “Is that Sebastian?” she remarked.

      “Yes, it is!” Tim replied, feigning surprise. “Do you think we can give him a lift?”

      “Of course,” said Mrs. Ledger. “If we don’t he’ll be very late.” She paused. “How does he usually get to school?”

      “He walks, I think,” said Tim.

      “Walks!” exclaimed Mrs. Ledger. “It’s over six miles!”

      “Well, maybe he walks to the crossroads and catches the bus,” Tim added.

      “Maybe he’s got a bicycle,” suggested Pip.

      “Well, he hasn’t got it now,” their mother answered. She pulled in to the side of the road and leaned across to open the front
         passenger door.
      

      “Good morning, Mrs. Ledger,” Sebastian said politely.

      “Good morning, Sebastian,” she greeted him. “Would you like a lift?”

      
         “Yes, thank you very much,” he replied.
      

      Sebastian got in the front seat.

      “Seat belt,” Mrs. Ledger said as she put the car in gear.

      Sebastian looked a little confused and glanced at Pip. Sitting in the back, she tugged at her seat belt and pretended to pull
         it across herself to the buckle. Sebastian got the message and buckled up.
      

      “The first of many faux pas…” Tim muttered to his sister.

      Mrs. Ledger concentrated on her driving. None of them spoke very much during the journey to the school and, on arrival at
         the gates, they joined the throng of other pupils arriving by parent’s car, bicycle, school bus, or on foot. Half a dozen
         teachers stood around in the playground watching the arrivals, prefects guiding those new pupils with bicycles towards the
         cycle racks. Pip and Tim headed for their classroom, followed by Sebastian. They noticed how Sebastian looked around all the
         time, not so much out of curiosity, but fleetingly scrutinizing the faces of the other pupils and teachers.
      

      Reaching the corridor near the chemistry laboratory, Tim opened his locker, telling Sebastian the combination to the padlock.
         This done, the three of them entered the laboratory.
      

      Yoland was standing behind the demonstration bench, engrossed in setting up equipment for a senior-school experiment. He only
         looked up briefly to acknowledge their entrance. Sebastian walked right around the outer walls of the room, glancing from
         cupboard to cupboard, studying the bottles of reagents and acids, the jars and tins of chemicals behind the glass doors. He
         then came 
         and sat next to Pip and Tim at the end of one of the benches.
      

      “Do you see anything?” whispered Tim.

      “I see many things,” said Sebastian enigmatically.

      “I think what Tim meant was,” murmured Pip, “do you see anything interesting?”

      “Oh, yes,” Sebastian went on obtusely, his voice disguised by the sound of pupils talking and laughing in the corridor. “I
         see much of interest every day when I am abroad in your era.”
      

      Gradually, the room filled. The pupils sat on the stools at the benches, arranging their books for the morning’s lessons,
         taking out their pens, a few of them switching off their mobile phones. The last person to enter the room was Scrotton.
      

      “Good morning,” Yoland said loudly, his voice silencing the pupils’ hubbub. “I’ve mentioned to you already a few basic rules
         to be observed in here. I will now elaborate upon these. Pay particular attention. Do not put your food on the benches. Do
         not lick your pencils or your pens. Many of the substances in here are poisonous and are sometimes spilled on the benches.
         Keep your hands washed. Move around the room slowly and with caution. Just a swing of your coat pocket or a nudge of your
         elbow can be dangerous. Whenever I come in the room, you fall silent. This is not just out of manners and due deference to
         me as your teacher but, more importantly, so that you hear instructions.”
      

      As Yoland spoke, Sebastian continued to study the contents of the cabinets, taking in all the equipment 
         and considering how it might be used. There was much with which he was not familiar.
      

      Suddenly, Yoland stopped talking and, pointing at Sebastian, said, “You!”

      Sebastian looked up. “Yes, sir?”

      “What do you think you’re doing, boy? Pay attention.”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Sebastian.

      Yoland looked at him closely for a moment. Tim’s heart missed a beat. Pip felt the skin of her brow tighten with fear. They
         were both thinking the same thing: had Yoland recognized Sebastian?

      “You haven’t been here before,” the teacher remarked.

      “No, sir,” said Sebastian, “I arrived late.”

      “Did you indeed,” said Yoland. “I do not like late pupils any more than I do inattentive ones.” He opened the class register.
         “Name?”
      

      “Sebastian Gillette, sir.”

      The teacher turned to Scrotton. “Go to the office and ask the secretary for Gillette’s entry slip.”

      Scrotton disappeared to return a few minutes later with a computer printout. Yoland studied it and entered the details in
         the register, commenting as he did so, “I had no idea there was a cottage at Rawne Barton.”
      

      “It was the coach house, sir,” said Tim, jumping in to help Sebastian out of difficulty. “It’s being converted, sir, into
         an office for my father and a vacation home. We’ve rented it to the Gillettes for the winter, sir. They’re renting it while
         they look for a house to buy.”
      

      “Are they now?” Yoland responded with a feigned lack of interest.

      He took the register and the bell rang for first period.

      
         As they made their way towards the math department, Tim sighed with relief and said, “Good guys one, Yoland nil.”
      

      “I thought for a moment he had recognized you,” Pip said.

      “He will not,” Sebastian replied. “He and I were never formally introduced in my father’s time. I was but a boy. Likewise
         Scrotton. I have previously seen him from afar but he knows me not. Yet,” Sebastian added, “we must beware, for they are assuredly
         in league and, together, may be a potent force with which to reckon.”
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