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In loving memory of Beryl Graves
 1915 – 2003


Deya, Mallorca, 1968
 I was sitting on the terrace of Robert Graves’ house
 with his wife Beryl and she said:

‘Remember this. One day this will be your good old days.’

I wish Beryl had been my mother.
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It was raining when school finished, cold heavy rain from a dark winter sky that made the afternoon feel like night. It was only three o’clock but all the street lights had come on and the shop windows shone like bright paintings. The streets were almost deserted as everyone sheltered from the storm, while those who couldn’t wait hurried from doorway to doorway covering their heads.

Peter ran through the rain, splashing in the puddles, soaked through, until there was really no point in running. He reached the museum railings and slowed to a walk, savouring the anticipation of going through the gates.


Across the grass, the museum looked solid and comforting, its walls of huge granite blocks fixed to the world like a great tree whose roots ran deep into the earth, standing as if it had been there forever. Peter turned in through the gates and felt, as he always did, that he had entered another world, a world where no matter how bad things were outside, he was now safe from harm. Outside, he felt like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle that had been put in the wrong box, but in the museum he felt protected.

Now, he was home.

‘Hi, Peter,’ the gatekeeper called out to him. ‘How was school?’

But Peter was already in another world and didn’t hear him.

‘Always daydreaming,’ said the man with a smile as he watched the skinny wet figure dance through the puddles between the cobblestones.

Peter climbed the steps and stood under the tall arches out of the rain. A crowd of miserable pigeons huddled together up on the tops of the columns and sparrows twittered anxiously, waiting for the storm to pass. A group of Japanese tourists shuffled down the steps under tidy umbrellas and boarded their brightly lit coach.

A pool of water collected round Peter’s feet and he began to shiver. He was small for a ten year old boy with little to keep out the cold, but being soaked through didn’t dull his happiness. He reached up and put his hand flat against the stone column as he’d done a hundred times before. Even on this dark afternoon, the grey stone felt warm, like it was alive. He wanted to stretch both arms round the column, but there were people going past and he felt too self-conscious.

As he watched the visitors leave, he made a decision he’d been trying to make for months. Tonight, he would ask his mother exactly what had happened to his father. He had tried before, but her distress at the question had always stopped him going any further. This time he would make her tell him everything.

He pushed open the huge door and went inside. It was warmer there and the air was full of history, a soft embracing smell, ancient and timeless with a sweet touch of decay.

The doorman greeted Peter with a familiar wave as the boy hurried across the lobby towards the galleries.

Peter hardly glanced at the exhibits as he passed them, wonderful displays of antiquity whose age it was hard to imagine. He had seen them all before, and although he never tired of them, today he was too cold to stop.


In the fossil gallery a new exhibit in a glass case caught his eye. It was the skeleton of the giant bat Pteropus Patagonius that, according to the information on the display, had lived two hundred million years ago in the mountains of Patagonia. High up under the ceiling there was a huge model of the creature in flight, the creation of an artist’s imagination. It hung from the ceiling on thin wires like a glider about to soar off into the distant past. In the gloom its eyes shone like two bright yellow stars that seemed to follow Peter as he moved through the gallery.

Peter stopped beneath the model and looked up at it. He imagined himself on its back, clinging to its fur as they flew through the night to wild and wonderful places.

‘Hi, Peter,’ said the gallery attendant. ‘How was school? No, don’t tell me – boring.’

‘Yes,’ said Peter.

‘Fantastic creature, isn’t it?’ said the attendant.

‘It’s brilliant.’

Peter was so cold now that instead of lingering among the fossils like he usually did, he hurried up the stairs through the halls of porcelain Chinese horses. He would look at the bat another time. He went through the rooms of mummies and manuscripts until he was up on the top floor snug under the roof where the rooms were smaller and the ceilings lower. He could hear the rain, heavier than ever, pounding on the roof above his head.

At the end of the corridor was a small room lined with glass cases full of old leather-bound books. The corridor seemed to be the only way in or out of the room, but Peter went over to one of the glass cases and opened it. The books behind the glass were false and the whole door opened into a small apartment that was Peter’s home.

‘Is that you, Peter?’ said a voice from another room.

‘Yes, Grandad,’ said Peter.

‘Did you get wet? It’s been thundering down all afternoon.’

‘Yes.’

‘Go and change while I get the dinner in the oven and I’ll make us a cup of tea,’ said the old man, coming out of the kitchen.

Peter’s grandfather looked like a picture book wizard. His hair was as white as paper over his ears and melted into a beard that reached down inside his shirt. But wizard or not, he was wearing an apron and had flour all over his hands. The old man was the caretaker of the museum, the person who collected everyone’s keys and locked the outside gates and then the main doors every night to shut out the rest of the world and shut himself, Peter and Peter’s mother in, the three of them frozen in time and in step with the sleeping relics of the past. He also cooked the dinner while Peter’s mother was at work downstairs in the museum office.

Peter walked over and put his arms round his grandfather. If the museum was the centre of Peter’s world then the old man was the centre of the museum. Peter had no memory of his father. He had never even seen a single photograph. But no father could have been as wonderful as his grandfather. Until he had started school, Peter had thought that was how it was for all children. You had a mother and a grandfather, and that was it. At school he had discovered fathers and an empty space inside him that he had never known was there.

‘Look at you,’ said the old man, ‘you’re all covered in flour.’

But there was no hint of reprimand in his voice. His big hands had covered the boy in white snow and Peter had, in his turn, made the old man wet from the rain. Peter looked up into the old man’s eyes and smiled. He was safe again, back in the security of his grandfather’s kingdom.

It was warm inside the apartment and golden with the glow of a log fire. The rooms were crammed with everything under the sun, like a copy of the museum itself. And that wasn’t surprising. Everything in the place was from the museum – old furniture from great mansions that was too worn out or not special enough to put on display, stuffed animals that had lost feathers or fur, old pots and pans and a million bits and pieces that people had given to the museum in the belief that because they were old, the museum would want to display them in a glass case. Every night Peter and his grandfather and mother ate off porcelain plates with solid silver knives and forks. Even the old cat, Archimedes, ate from a crystal bowl. Peter’s grandfather joked that one day their apartment would be made into a display and people would traipse through it watching them have their dinner.

Peter went into his room and changed out of his wet clothes. He sat in the middle of his bed, happy and safe. Outside the museum, he was just the shy little kid who didn’t have a dad and never asked anyone home to visit, but here, in his room and in the apartment and in the museum, he was a prince. Although he was alone, Peter hardly ever felt lonely. He could lie back in his pillows with his arm round Archimedes and travel to faraway lands and fantastic places.

Two floors down, in her white office, Peter’s mother sat at her computer. On its hard disks were catalogues of every single piece of the museum, from the great Egyptian marbles and the tiniest bone from the smallest prehistoric shrew that had ever lived, to the dishcloth that Peter’s grandfather washed up with, which had once graced the kitchen sink of Queen Victoria’s third lady-in-waiting.

When Peter had changed and dried his hair, he sat by the fire with his grandfather and they talked over the day as they did every afternoon. Archimedes rubbed round Peter’s legs, pleased to see him after a day sleeping on his bed. Archimedes’ day was night and his empire the secret corners and corridors of the museum. No one knew how old he was, and not once in his long, long life had he ever ventured into the world outside the museum.

‘Did you see the bat?’ said the old man.

‘Oh yes, it looks great,’ said Peter. ‘I was too cold to have a good look but it’s amazing.’

‘You know, Professor Rottnest made the model from my drawing?’ said the old man.

‘Wow,’ said Peter. ‘How can you tell what something looks like from bits of a skeleton?’

‘Oh, there are ways …’ Then changing the subject he said, ‘How was school?’

‘Same as usual,’ said Peter.

‘Boring!’ the two of them laughed in unison.

‘I suppose living here doesn’t help,’ said his grandfather, putting his arms round Peter. ‘Most people live with the street in front and maybe a bit of garden out the back. How many people live in the middle of the biggest museum in the world with all this wonderful stuff around them? I suppose school would seem pretty boring next to that.’

‘Yes.’

‘Still, it’s the holidays now,’ said the old man. ‘You can spend all day in the museum.’

Peter had no special friends at school. He had Archimedes and his mother and grandfather. What more could he want? At school, he felt like he was watching everyone through a window rather than actually being there in the room with them. He also felt that there was no one at school he would want to bring back to the museum for a sleepover. It would spoil the magic.

‘Grandfather,’ he said, ‘I want to know about my dad.’

He felt unsure asking the old man about his son.

‘There isn’t much to say. He went out one night and we never saw him again.’

‘I know that,’ said Peter, ‘but you and Mum won’t talk about it.’

‘Well, you know how upset she gets.’

‘I know,’ said Peter, ‘but it’s not fair. I want to know what happened.’

Peter’s grandfather mumbled something about the dinner and went back into the kitchen.


‘I’m going to ask her tonight,’ Peter called after him.

His grandfather didn’t reply and Peter went back down to the fossil gallery to have another look at the giant bat.

Ever since he had been a tiny child just able to walk, Peter had spent his spare time exploring the museum, not just the places the visitors saw every day, but all the thousands of hidden places and forgotten storerooms. He liked it best when there was no one else there, either early in the morning when only the cleaners moved silently from gallery to gallery, or at night after everyone had left. Long summer evenings were the very best, when it stayed light until late and the drawn-out evening shadows added a sweet enchantment to the air. The city, across the yard, over the high walls and railings, seemed a million miles away, the hum of its traffic faint like the breathing of a sleeping animal.

When everyone was asleep, Peter would take his grandfather’s pass key from its hook by the door and go exploring. He and Archimedes would travel from room to room, sometimes together, sometimes each on their own different journey.

Midsummer evenings on clear moonlit nights in the still silence of the great galleries were the most peaceful time in the world, and as he had grown up, he imagined coming round a corner on one such night and finding his father.

Sometimes Archimedes would wander off down an unused corridor and Peter would tiptoe after him. There would seem to be nowhere to go, but when Peter turned the corner Archimedes would have vanished. The old cat could be away for days, but when Peter asked his grandfather about it, the old man would be vague and unconcerned.

‘He’s all right,’ he would say. ‘He knows this place better than anyone. He has things of his own to see to, cat things. He’ll be back.’

And of course he always was. Peter would be fast asleep in bed and suddenly there would be a soft bump and Archimedes would be there, rubbing his forehead against Peter’s hair and purring so loudly that Peter, still half asleep, imagined the cat was trying to tell him something.

‘I wish I could understand,’ he would say. ‘I want to know where you’ve been.’

Archimedes would curl up beside him on the pillow and the two friends would fall asleep. In the winter, the cat would crawl under the covers, right down to Peter’s feet.

There were secrets in the museum, things half seen out of the corner of the eye, sudden movements, lights and muffled noises, especially at night. They always seemed just out of reach, as if they were calling through fog, something lost or trapped that was trying to make contact. Peter was sure that Archimedes knew the secrets but, of course, there was no way the cat could tell him. Nor was Peter sure he wanted to. Cats were secretive creatures who kept things to themselves.
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At six o’clock Peter’s mother came in. She slumped down in the chair, exhausted. It was the same every day. All day long people came to her wanting to know where this was or who had that or why those weren’t where they should be. She was too tired to speak, and while she lay back in her chair staring out of focus into the dancing fire, Peter and his grandfather went downstairs to collect everyone’s keys and lock up.

They stood by the great doors as one by one the gallery attendants handed in their keys and went back to the world outside. When all ninety-seven keys were collected and the last person had gone, they crossed the museum yard to lock the outside gates with a key so heavy that Peter had been unable to lift it until he was three years old. As soon as he had been strong enough, he had begged his grandfather to let him carry the key and it had become their little routine that even now, after seven years, neither Peter nor his grandfather wanted to give up.

Then they came back inside, locked the great doors behind them and walked back up the stairs to their apartment.

‘Time for dinner,’ said the old man.

‘You say that every night, Grandad,’ said Peter.

‘Well, it is time for dinner,’ the old man laughed, ruffling his grandson’s hair.

‘And you always say it when we reach the fifteenth stair.’

‘Well, tomorrow then, I’ll wait until I get to the sixteenth stair,’ said the old man, and the two of them laughed because they both knew that he’d forget and say it at the fifteenth.

After dinner, Peter said to his mother, ‘I want you to tell me about my father.’

His mother went quiet and stared into the fire. She started to speak but then her mouth drew into a thin line and she was silent. Peter could see tears in her eyes. This always happened when he asked her about his father, and the sight of his mother’s unhappiness had always stopped him going further. But this time he wasn’t going to let it drop.

‘Please,’ he said.

‘He does have a right to know,’said Peter’s grandfather, who usually kept out of the conversation.

‘There’s nothing to say, really,’ said Peter’s mother. ‘He walked out just before you were born.’

‘Where is he then?’

‘Who knows? I’ve never heard a single word from him.’

‘But …’ Peter began.

‘It wasn’t like it sounds,’ said his grandfather, trying to defend his son. ‘One night he left the apartment to do his rounds – he did the job I do now – and we never saw him again.’

‘Like I said,’ Peter’s mother repeated. ‘He walked out on us.’

‘I’m sure he never meant to,’ Peter’s grandfather said. ‘I mean, the keys to the main doors were here on their hook. Everywhere was locked up. There was no way he could have left the museum. He just simply vanished.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Peter.

‘I mean, he simply vanished,’ said his grandfather, ‘into thin air.’

‘But …’

It didn’t make sense. People don’t just vanish into thin air, even in a place like the museum, where some of the air was anything but thin.

‘It comes to the same thing,’ said Peter’s mother. ‘He deserted us.’

She shivered, and moved closer to the fire.

‘Sometimes,’ she added, ‘this place gives me the creeps.’

Peter’s grandfather said they had searched every corridor and every gallery. They’d even called the police, but there hadn’t been the slightest clue, no handkerchief dropped by a closed door or piece of torn fabric, no letter, no blood, nothing.

‘I know I should have told you about it,’ Peter’s mother said with an emptiness in her voice, ‘but there was nothing to say except that he vanished, and talking about it wouldn’t bring him back. It would just keep reminding us.’

She sighed and got up. She went over to Peter and put her arms round him.

‘Anyway, now you know as much as we do,’ she said sadly. ‘I’m going to bed.’

When they were alone Peter’s grandfather sat the boy down and the two of them stared into the fire.

‘Something must have happened to him,’ said the old man, shaking his head. ‘There was no way he would have just gone off without saying anything. Not from choice.’


‘What was he like?’ said Peter.

‘He was like you,’ said his grandfather. ‘He looked like you, skinny little boy the same as you, same brown eyes and same scruffy hair that still looks scruffy even when you’ve just brushed it. And he loved this place the same as you do. You are alike in so many ways.’

The old man closed his eyes and smiled.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I used to be able to shut my eyes and see him as if he was right here, but as the years go by it gets harder to remember all the details. But then,’ he added with a smile, ‘all I have to do is look at you and there he is again.’

Peter felt the sadness his grandfather was obviously feeling. Like the old man, there was an empty place inside him where his dad should have been. He went over and sat on the side of his grandfather’s chair and put his arm round his shoulder.

‘You know,’ the old man continued, ‘I can’t stop believing he’s here somewhere.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Peter.

‘All the old corridors and rooms, all the places you go exploring every night, where no one ever goes. Some of them seem to go on forever, don’t they? I keep thinking that he’s lost somewhere or trapped somehow and can’t get back,’ said his grandfather.


Then, seeing the expression on Peter’s face, he added, ‘Did you think your adventures were a secret? Well, they might be from your mother, but not from me. I just wish I was young enough to go with you, but I seem to need a lot more sleep nowadays.’

‘Surely he’d have found his way back by now,’ said Peter.

‘Maybe, but there are places here that you can’t just walk to. You’ll see.’

Before Peter could ask him to explain, his grandfather went back into the kitchen.

‘Go and do your homework,’ he called out. ‘It’s getting late.’

‘It’s the end of term, Grandad. I don’t have any homework,’ Peter called back, but his grandfather was clattering pots and pans in the sink and singing to himself.

Peter sat in his mother’s chair and stared into the fire. Well, he’d asked his mother, but he hadn’t really learnt anything. He wondered if there was something they weren’t telling him. Of course, knowing his father might be trapped somewhere in the museum gave his explorations a whole new importance. Now he had something to look for – though there was the frightening thought that if he did find his father, after all this time, he might be dead.

The dancing fire had begun to hypnotise him when there was a loud crash from the kitchen, followed by silence.

Peter ran in to find his grandfather sitting on the floor looking as white as his hair.

‘What’s the matter, Grandad?’ said Peter, afraid to touch him.

‘It’s nothing,’ said the old man, ‘just a bit of a twinge in the old ticker.’

‘Shall I get Mum?’

‘No, no, old chap, we don’t want to bother her. She’d only worry. It’s just the old Eisenmenger’s. It’s nothing. I’ll be fine in a minute.’

Peter was scared. He had never seen his grandfather like this before and it made him realise something was wrong. He hadn’t the faintest idea what an Eisenmenger’s was but it sounded serious. Things that didn’t matter usually had much shorter names, like a cold or a cough.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ said his grandfather. ‘I’ll just sit here for a bit. I’ll be all right.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Peter.

The old man nodded. Peter went over to him and put his hands under the old man’s arms, but he couldn’t lift him, so he knelt there not knowing what to do.

‘We won’t tell your mother about this, will we?’ his grandfather said. ‘You know what’s she’s like.’


When Peter started to object, the old man told him again that it was nothing, but Peter knew he was lying.

Peter had always assumed his grandfather would be there forever. It was scary because if his grandfather died, Peter and his mother would probably have to leave the museum and live outside. Peter had always thought that when he was older, his grandfather would retire and Peter himself would take over his job.

He finished the washing up, and by the time he’d dried the last dish, his grandfather was sitting on the chair with the colour back in his face. Peter made the old man a cup of tea and then, with more reassurances from his grandfather and promises not to tell his mother, he went to bed.

There was too much stuff dancing round inside his head to go exploring that night. He lay in bed staring into the darkness with a muddle of different thoughts trying to grab his attention, making it impossible to sleep. His restlessness disturbed Archimedes and the cat went off for some explorations of his own.







[image: image]



In the middle of the museum was the library, a circular room as big as a cathedral. Around its high walls were thirteen galleries of books, each linked to the one below by a metal staircase. And above the galleries, a ring of one hundred and four windows supported a huge domed room painted blue like a sky.

In this library and the hundreds of storerooms behind the galleries, which were known as the Stacks, was every book that had ever been written. Some books had been on the shelves for as long as the museum had been there, and thousands of them had sat unread for hundreds of years.


Some had never been read at all.

No one knew what fantastic secrets were hidden in their pages. The secrets of alchemy or immortality or how to teach chickens to talk could have been there just waiting to be rediscovered.

And all day long the library was filled with the clatter of feet as people ran up and down the stairs gathering books. You couldn’t just walk into the place and pick up a book like your local library. You had to fill out forms to tell the librarians why you wanted to see a particular book. Nor could you take the books away with you. You had to study them at one of the hundred and fifty leather-topped tables that spread out in lines from the great librarians’ desks at the centre of the room. Each morning at nine o’clock queues of people from all over the world waited at the library doors to pick the brains of every writer who had ever written anything about anything.

Once inside, you went to the librarians’ desks and made your request. Messages were then sent to an army of assistants who pored over the endless shelves, scrambling up and down the thirteen galleries and searching outside in the Stacks until they found what you wanted. There was a never-ending movement of books as the librarians constantly rearranged and recatalogued them. No sooner was everything in its right place than new books would arrive and everything would need to be moved up to fit them in.

Peter usually only saw the library at night, because you had to be at least eighteen years old and doing some serious work or research to be allowed in there. There had been a few times when he’d wanted to find out stuff for school. Then, he waited for the hour at the end of each day when the last visitor had left and the librarians and their assistants put all the books away.

‘Hello, Peter,’ said Beryl, one of the librarians. ‘More homework research?’

‘Yes,’ said Peter.

He asked her to look up Eisenmenger’s, but he couldn’t tell her why. If anyone realised Peter’s grandfather was ill, they might make him give up his job.

‘That seems very advanced for a ten year old,’ said Beryl.

‘I know,’ said Peter. ‘That’s why I need to look it up.’

‘Have you any idea what it might mean?’

‘Something to do with being ill,’ said Peter, hastily adding, ‘I think.’

Neither of them was sure how to spell it, but after a few attempts Beryl found it on her computer.

‘Yes, you’re right,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’


She led Peter up to the ninth gallery. She stopped and looked down over the handrail at the floor below and smiled. Librarians were too important to hunt the galleries for books. They spent all day at the island of desks in the centre of the floor. It was their army of assistants who ran the errands.

‘It must be ten years since I was up here,’ she said. ‘Come on, it’s this way.’

There were over three hundred medical dictionaries in English and countless others in every language you could imagine and some you couldn’t.

‘Take your pick,’ said Beryl.

Peter lifted down a book and found the right page. It said:


Eisenmenger’s Syndrome n. defect of the interventricular septum with severe pulmonary hypertension, hypertrophy of the right ventricle, and latent or overt cyanosis < first described by Victor Eisenmenger in 1897 >


Before he read the description, Peter had one word he didn’t know the meaning of. Now he had lots more, but there were some words that needed no explanation. ‘Defect’ and ‘severe’ were two of them, and they sounded bad. Tension was bad too, and Peter assumed that ‘hypertension’ was the same only worse, like when a child runs around crazy and adults say they’re being hyperactive. He pulled more dictionaries off the shelves and looked up the other words, but every one brought yet more words he couldn’t understand, and soon he was surrounded by a pile of books and even more confusion. But he had discovered that his grandfather had a hole in his heart.

‘Find what you wanted?’ said the librarian as she followed him out of the library.

Peter couldn’t say anything, he just nodded. He hadn’t found what he wanted. He found something he didn’t want, something that had confirmed his worst fears, and now he wished he hadn’t looked it up. Eisenmenger’s on its own didn’t sound too bad, but the stuff in the dictionary sounded terrible. The dictionary said it was severe. Peter’s grandfather was going to die and Peter was helpless to save him. If there had been a cure, surely the dictionary would have said so.

Whenever he felt sad, Peter went away to the secret corridors where he knew he would be alone. Behind the public galleries there were dozens of storerooms, dark and cluttered with treasure and cobwebs and, in some cases, unvisited for thirty or forty or maybe even a hundred years. No one seemed to know how many rooms there were, nor what was stored in them. On her computer, Peter’s mother had records which ran into the millions, but they only covered the things that were on display and in the regular storerooms. They barely scratched the surface of the treasure inside the larger museum.

Under the roof, squeezed into the rafters, were old attics and this was where Peter always went when he wanted to be alone. He felt more comfortable there than in the other places. The corridors were narrower and the rooms, with their low sloping ceilings packed in tight under the roof, felt small and friendly. And they were always full of comforting things like teddy bears and old worn-out armchairs. Apart from Archimedes the cat, Peter’s feet were the only ones that had climbed the stairs for years.

There were skylights in the attics, thick with grime and cobwebs. They looked out over the acres of museum roofs and on to the rooftops of the city. The glass was so dirty Peter imagined he was looking at the city as it had been a hundred years ago. He was so far from the ground that the sound of traffic was inaudible and he imagined sometimes that he could hear the clip-clop of horses and distant voices.

Peter went to his favourite room and sat on the old faded sofa surrounded by a sea of threadbare teddy bears. Archimedes was asleep on one of the cushions and Peter pulled him onto his lap and wept into his fur. He hated Doctor Eisenmenger even though he knew it was ridiculous to blame him for what was wrong with his grandfather.

Maybe the huge sadness of his father vanishing had put the hole in his grandfather’s heart.

That had to be it. People don’t just get holes in their heart for no reason. And if that was what had happened, it would mean if he could find his father and bring him back, the hole might close up and his grandfather could be well again.

‘We have to find him,’ he said to Archimedes. ‘He has to be somewhere.’
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The fake bookcase that led into the flat where Peter lived was by no means the only secret door. They were everywhere, though most people were completely unaware of them. But Peter had a sixth sense about them. He could look at a wall of old oak panelling and know instinctively if there was a secret entrance in one of the panels. One twist of a carving and a great stone column that looked as solid as rock would open to reveal a spiral staircase going down into the earth. A finger slid under a ledge could find a button that made a wall revolve to reveal a room as big as a house.

On his fifth birthday Peter’s grandfather had given him a scruffy leather-bound journal with a brass lock and a gold key. Since then Peter had been making maps. There were diagrams of corridors that spread out like great cobwebs. There were drawings of a hundred secret doors with opening instructions, like how to crook your finger and place it just so to unlock the catch. There were instructions, too, on how to close the door behind you, so no one could follow you, and there were long lists of wonderful fantastic things that Peter never wanted to forget. He kept it all secret. Neither his grandfather nor his mother knew that he hid the little gold key on a fine cord round his neck.

His father kept appearing in his thoughts and Peter felt certain that somehow he was still alive. On Monday morning, when his mother had gone downstairs to her office, Peter told his grandfather.

‘I’m sure he’s there somewhere. I’ve never seen anyone, not even a footprint, but sometimes I get a really strong feeling that there’s someone else there.’

‘I wouldn’t build up your hopes,’ said the old man. ‘It’s been a long time. You weren’t even born when he disappeared.’

‘I know,’ said Peter, ‘but I’ve got to try.’

‘I just don’t want you to be disappointed,’ said the old man.

‘I’ve been about as far as I can in one day,’ said Peter, ‘but I’ve still never reached an end. There’s always another door or another corner. If I go further I might not get back by dinnertime. What about Mum?’

‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell her you’re visiting a friend. Which in a way you are.’

‘Here, it’s time you had this,’ the old man added, and handed Peter a photograph.

A familiar face smiled up at Peter, not familiar because he knew the face, but because it was like an older version of what he saw in the mirror every day. It was the first picture he had ever seen of his father. He was leaning against one of the marble columns in the main Egyptian gallery. Although probably not much more than ten years old, the photo looked like a picture from a bygone age. His father was smiling and relaxed, leaning back as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Peter noticed that the column was the only one in the room with a secret door in it, and wondered if his father had known about it. Was there even a clue to his disappearance in the photo? Peter had been through that secret door, but as far as he could remember, it had only led into a small corridor of storerooms.

‘Do you have any idea what might have happened to him?’ said Peter.

The old man shook his head. He put an arm around his grandson and gave him a hug.


Then, without another word, his grandfather went back to his bread-making and Peter went up to his attics. Usually he took his time, stopping at familiar rooms, visiting his favourite treasures. But today he hurried past the rooms he’d visited before until he reached the limits of his previous journeys.

The corridor kept turning left then right then left again. Every thirty feet or so a tiny skylight filled the space below with dusty light, and the rooms contained the same sort of things – bears, toys, piles of magazines, old clothes and sagging furniture.

Then the air, which had seemed to have no temperature at all, began to grow cold. There was a slight scent of smoke in it, and far away, on the very edge of hearing, Peter thought he heard a voice. It was too distant to catch the words. He stopped and listened but there was nothing. It began to rain on the roof above him, lightly at first, like a whisper, then heavier, until any other sounds were drowned out by it.

For the first time in his life Peter felt frightened. He knew there was nothing to be afraid of. He had lived in the museum forever, but now there seemed to be something new in the air, something he hadn’t sensed before. In all his exploring of the hidden corridors and tunnels, he had never come to the end of them, but he knew there had to be an end.


Nothing can go on forever, he thought, though he had a feeling that some things probably could.

As he passed under the skylights, the rain beat on the glass like tiny fists. Dark corners seemed to hold menacing figures that melted into the walls and, hanging in the shadows, old paintings of sour-faced people watched him as he passed. Voices muttered around the attics, sending news of Peter’s arrival ahead of him.

He started to walk faster. He told himself to turn round and go back to the apartment, but he knew he had to go on. He had to find his father. He felt tears behind his eyes and started to run. The corridors grew darker and darker and seemed to go on forever, like a maze, pulling him further and further into unexplored gloom. He ran faster but at every corner the corridor stretched ahead of him.

He leant against the wall to get his breath back. Some cobwebs caught in his hair and he brushed them away. He sat down and leant back against the wall and slowly began to feel calm again. He wished he’d brought Archimedes, but the old cat had gone out during the night and hadn’t returned.

Peter had now gone too far to get back to the apartment before nightfall. He stopped, torn between the corridors ahead and the thought of his mother worrying about him, but he knew his grandfather would make it okay. He had never stayed out late before. There had always been another corner to turn, another staircase to climb, but until now he had always turned round and gone back.

This time, it felt different. There was something calling to him that blocked out any guilt or worry he might feel at leaving his mother. There was a noise ahead of him and Archimedes came round the corner towards him.

‘Hello, Archimedes,’ said Peter, reaching out to him. ‘How did you get here before me?’

He picked the old cat up and cuddled him. Whenever Peter was sad or scared or had hurt himself, Archimedes always made him better. If he woke up from a nightmare, just feeling the weight of the cat sleeping on the quilt was enough to bring him back to safety.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I think you are my best friend.’

Archimedes nuzzled Peter’s chin and purred loudly. For a second Peter felt a wave of sadness flow over him at the thought that his best friend was someone who couldn’t even talk to him.

Holding Archimedes, Peter felt safe again. The rain was just rain and the half-heard voices fell silent. The cat jumped out of his arms and walked off round the corner.


Peter had often imagined to himself that Archimedes could speak. He had silent conversations in his head with the animal, and now the cat was telling Peter to follow him.

The corridors grew even darker here, the skylights were smaller and the cobwebs thicker so the light was weaker. Corners fell into darkness and the doors he passed were covered with cobwebs too, but with Archimedes trotting ahead of him Peter no longer felt afraid.

You could smell that no one had been there within living memory. Peter tried a few of the doors but they were all locked. He wondered why, if no one ever went up there, anyone would bother to lock them.

The corridor turned left then right then left again, getting darker and darker until it was more like an underground tunnel than a corridor. He turned one more corner and came to a dead end.

In front of him was a solid unmarked wall, no door, no hint of a door, no moulding that might hide a secret catch, nothing. Yet it was apparent that it had not always been that way. Someone had built a brick wall right across the corridor. Archimedes sniffed along the bottom of the wall and hissed.

‘What is it?’ said Peter, getting down beside the cat. ‘I can’t smell anything.’


He got up and turned to walk back. He felt really miserable. Not because all the doors had been locked and he’d come all this way for nothing, but because there was something old and dead about this place, something overwhelmingly depressing and sad, unlike anywhere else in the museum. Everywhere else was full of mystery, full of a million things from the past that held their own magic stories, but here time seemed to have given up. Whatever lay behind the doors would remain secret forever. Was it too awful for anyone to look at? Was it simply too dull and boring? Or were the rooms just empty? Everywhere else seemed to welcome him, but here he felt like an unwanted intruder.

‘Come on, old cat, let’s go home,’ he said. ‘It’s horrible here.’

But Archimedes ignored him. He went to the last door on the right and tapped it with his paw.

‘No, come on, cat, they’re all locked,’ said Peter, but as he turned to walk back he heard a voice.
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‘Brought him, have you, my little friend?’ said the voice.

It was a woman’s voice, old, thin and brittle like crumpled paper, and it was coming from behind the door that Archimedes was scratching at.

Peter’s initial reaction was to run. His heart pounded against his ribs and his breathing grew fast and terrified. All the sensible thoughts about how there was no way there could be anyone there raced through his head, but they left just as quickly. Because there was someone there. Unless it was a ghost. In his heart he had always felt he was not alone in this great city of deserted corridors and rooms.


There were no clues to have ever made him think this, no sounds, no footprints in the dust, no fingerprints on doors, no bits of rubbish left behind. He had just sensed other life.

‘Come on then, come on then,’ said the voice and, trying to soften a little, it added, ‘bring him inside.’

Archimedes touched the door again with his paw and it opened. Peter brushed aside the cobwebs and followed the cat inside. The smell of old damp books and wet clothes poured out around him. There was the smell, too, of earth after fresh rain and a mixture of all the other smells Peter had ever experienced, some wonderful, like turpentine and roses, and some disgusting, like mildew and cabbage.

‘Come on, come on,’ said the voice. ‘I have not got all day.’

Peter peered into the darkness.

‘Well, actually I have got all day,’ the voice continued, now talking to itself. ‘I have all day and every day, every day there has ever been, every day there ever will be. I have them all whether I want them or not, and most of them I do not want, nor ever did. A hundred years sitting by this window until I know every grain of sand in the cement between the six hundred and eighty-seven bricks I can see outside in those two chimneys, one chimney forever silent, one chimney with winter smoke where you sit far below with your mother and grandfather and Archimedes. I have learnt the seventeen thousand and four patterns the smoke makes. I know by heart the million patterns in the ferns of frost that cover the window on winter mornings, and I could draw every one of them blindfolded. I have endless days of time and it has turned my soul to dust. My heart is lifeless, but it will not stop beating and sleep. Come on, young man, come on, over here to the light.’

Staring through the gloom, Peter walked into the room. In the middle of a filthy Persian carpet ankle deep in rubbish, surrounded by dark furniture, was an old chair with its back to him. The voice was coming from the chair. It was a rapid, squeaky voice full of impatience.

‘Come on, come on,’ it said. ‘Hurry up, hurry up. There is no time to lose. Though what are a few more minutes after all these years already lost? What difference do minutes make, or even days? None at all, none at all. A second or a century, there is no difference.’

Peter walked further into the room. Sitting in the chair was a tiny white-haired lady. The cobwebs that were everywhere clung to her too. They were tangled up with her hair, both cobwebs and hair thin and silver. Peter looked into her face and saw what he thought death would look like. The woman seemed very, very old, almost too old to be alive. Her skin was pale and lined, almost transparent. Her eyelids seemed to have grown too tired to hold themselves up, yet there was something about the eyes themselves that seemed as young as his mother. Peter wanted to run, but his feet wouldn’t move.

‘Oh,’ she said when she saw Peter. ‘It is you, the boy, so grown already, so like your father. I thought … well, never mind what I thought. I have lost all track of time as it has of me.’

She seemed to be expecting someone else. Peter waited for her to tell him who he was supposed to be, but she didn’t. She waved her little hand impatiently at him.

‘Well, help me down,’ she snapped. ‘Do I have to tell you everything? I suppose I do, suppose I do.’

‘I didn’t expect …’ Peter began.

‘Expect, expect, expect what?’ snapped the old woman. ‘No one ever does. Who does? Do you? I certainly expect nothing and yet I suppose I expect everything, yes, everything and nothing. After all, what is the difference? Ah, philosophy, too much of that and that is for sure.’

She scrambled down from the high-backed chair and stood in front of Peter, no taller than his shoulders. Time seemed to have shrunk her into the smallest adult he had ever seen, not just short but tiny all over, like she really had been shrunk.

Archimedes purred and rubbed around her legs. The old woman was so frail she nearly lost her balance.

‘Take care, my furry friend,’ she said, ‘or you will have me over. Anyone would think you had not seen me for days.’

‘I didn’t expect to see anyone,’ said Peter.

‘Do not be ridiculous,’ said the old lady. ‘Of course you did. Of course you did. Why would you have come here otherwise?’

‘I was just exploring,’ Peter lied, unwilling to tell this stranger about his father.

‘No, no, no, no, no, not that easy,’ said the old woman. ‘I am Bathline. Yes, yes, Bathline, that is who I am. Strange it is.’

‘What is?’ said Peter.

‘My name, my name. It is ten years since I heard the sound of my own name. But then it is probably ten years since I heard the sound of my own voice. Unless I talk in my sleep. Do I talk in my sleep? I talk in other people’s sleep, but do I talk in my own? Who can say?’

She muttered to herself about how long it had taken Peter to find her.

Peter wanted to protest. He’d been exploring the museum since he was old enough to walk. He’d been down a thousand corridors and into countless rooms. How on earth could he have known she was there?

‘But you always knew I was here,’ said Bathline.

‘I, er, sort of, well …’

‘Tell the truth, child, you knew I was here.’

‘No. I just sort of always thought there was someone,’ Peter tried to explain.

‘Maybe, maybe,’ the old woman snapped, ‘but you were always on your way here.’

‘But –’

‘Did I not speak to you in your dreams? Of course I did, of course I did.’

Peter remembered strange dreams in which someone he could never see kept calling him with words he could never quite hear. They had almost driven him crazy until he had learnt to shut them out by waking up. When the dreams came, he sat up in the darkness and rocked to and fro until the voice went away.

‘Was that you?’ he said. ‘I couldn’t hear you. I thought it was just a nightmare.’

Bathline seemed surprised at this.

‘Oh, people, people, people,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Do I look like a nightmare? I think you should not answer that. I do look like a nightmare. It’s the mice, the mice. They make nests in my hair. Yes, yes, I know, and my face has more lines than an encyclopaedia.’

She took Peter’s hands in hers and looked up into his face. The feel of her hands, like just-thawed chicken, made Peter shudder. Her eyes, dark as night, stared right into his heart.

‘Look,’ she said, in a voice grown suddenly soft, ‘do not try to be so old. Only children have open minds and as they change into adults, doors close, shutters are drawn, curtains fall and their vision grows narrow, but you know that. Do not let that happen to you. Be like Archimedes and accept everything. You are thinking all this cannot be happening. Remember that sometimes what is real may seem like a dream and what seems like a dream may be real. You were exploring, the same as you have every day since you could walk, and at last you found me. Yes, yes, you did.

‘You have seen so many wonderful and amazing things hidden away in this place, things that no other living person has seen, nor may ever see, and because you are a child you have taken them all for granted. You have never questioned any of it, how a particular door happened to be where it was, amazing artefacts that cannot be found in any book, maybe not even on this planet or time, and you have accepted it all. So now, accept that you have found me.’


‘But that’s different,’ said Peter. ‘You’re alive. All the other stuff is just things. It just sits there. What about food and stuff like that?’

‘Ah, food,’ said Bathline, her gaze travelling far away. ‘How I miss that, rabbit stew, apple pie, bacon sandwiches. I would give my legs to taste them again, to feel them in my throat, clearing the cobwebs away, to hear them crushing between my teeth. Yes, yes, my legs, for I have no need of them now. Yet I fear it is so long since I have eaten, I may have forgotten how. My insides are full of dust.’

Then she came back from her daydream and said, ‘Look, you must accept me just as naturally as you would accept finding a book. If you cannot believe in me with all your heart, I cannot help you.’

‘Help me what?’

The old woman paused.

‘No games, no questions,’ she said. ‘I know all you know. Your father has gone and your grandfather is sick.’

‘But …’ Peter tried to protest. It made him uneasy that this stranger seemed to know his every thought.

‘Do not be afraid,’ said the old woman. ‘I know everything that goes on in this place, not just in your head, but everyone’s. Archimedes brings me news. I know Doctor Eisenmenger lives inside your grandfather’s heart.’


‘Oh,’ said Peter, and then, ‘and my father, do you know where he has gone?’

Bathline ignored the question, and before Peter could repeat it, she grabbed his hand and with remarkable strength and speed dragged him over to the window. She rummaged in her clothes and finally pulled out a small book which she handed to him. It was very old, bound in soft leather that had been worn smooth by a thousand hands. On the spine in gold were the words:

 

How To Live Forever

 

‘Here,’ she said.

Peter opened the book, but before he could read a single word, the old lady grabbed it back from him and slammed it shut.

‘You must not read it,’ she snapped. ‘I am sorry. I should have told you before I gave it to you. You must take it to the Ancient Child. Yes, yes, that is what you have to do. Take the book to the Ancient Child and every problem will find its answer. There is a secret. I know not what it is, but I know it is there and only the Ancient Child knows it. And remember, above all, above the clouds and sky, tell no one, no one, not even your grandfather. And never read the book.’


‘But –’ Peter protested.

‘Believe me,’ said Bathline, ‘if you read the book yourself you will live forever. Yes, that is right, forever and ever with no amen to end it.’

‘What’s so bad about that?’ Peter asked. The thought of never growing old, never being ill, of living forever, seemed wonderful. Surely anyone would want to do that?

‘You do not just live forever,’ the old woman explained, ‘you do not grow up. How old are you, ten? Do you want to be ten forever? Do you want to see your mother grow old and die, all your friends grow up, fall in love, have children of their own, while you are forever a ten year old child? No, no, no.’

‘Why couldn’t they all read the book too? Why couldn’t my grandfather read it?’

‘If everyone read the book, time would stand still,’ said the old woman. ‘We would all become statues. Time would die. The clocks would stop. No, child, you must not read the book, no matter who asks you to. You must promise me that you will never ever open its covers again.’

She hid the book back in the folds of her clothing and pulled the red velvet curtain from the window.

‘I will make it safer,’ she said and, tearing the curtain into ribbons, she wrapped the book up, round and round, tucking each strip of curtain into the one before until every part of the book was hidden like a mummy. Then she handed the book to Peter.

‘You must find the Ancient Child,’ she said. ‘He has all the answers. And promise me that, no matter what happens, no matter how desperate you feel, no matter who asks you, you will never, never, never read the book. These are the most important words you have ever heard. Yes, they are. Let them burn themselves into your heart and your brain. Never, never, never, never read the book. Do you promise?’

Peter nodded. He was lost for words. Or rather, there were so many words rushing round in his head that he didn’t know which ones to use. If the book was so dangerous, why had the old woman given it to him in the first place? If no one could read it, why did he need to take it at all? And why hadn’t the old woman just burnt it?

Bathline, sensing his confusion, put her hand on his arm and said, ‘I can see you are not convinced. Come with me, I will show you.’

She led him through a door into an almost empty room. The floor was bare boards and the only piece of furniture a tall chest of drawers against the far wall. In all his years of exploring Peter had never seen a room like it. Every other room he had visited had always been packed to the seams with stuff.

Bathline went over to the chest and pulled at the bottom drawer.

‘Here,’ she said, ‘help me open this. It is fifty years since I had the strength to do it all on my own.’

Peter pulled at the drawer. It was incredibly heavy. As it opened he could see why. It was full of old bricks.

‘To keep him safe,’ said Bathline. ‘There are days when his mind wanders and his body wants to follow it. Here, help me take them out.’

‘Who?’ said Peter.

‘You will see,’ said Bathline.

Peter emptied the drawer and then the old woman pulled it right out and pushed it to one side.

‘Now the one above,’ she said.

That too was full of bricks which Peter lifted out. The two top drawers were the same. When all four drawers had been emptied and taken out, Bathline bent down and climbed inside the chest.

‘Come,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’

She took a key from her pocket and unlocked a small door inside the back of the chest. Peter crawled after her into a dark, windowless room. A thick, sickening smell of stale air poured out of the darkness like a disease. The old woman turned on a light and in a mess of rags and straw that covered the floor a small grotesque figure lay curled up in a ball. It looked like a child about the same age as Peter but when it woke up and faced them, Peter could see deep lines etched into the creature’s face – and creature was the only word to describe the thing that had obviously once been a human child. It turned its face towards the door, screwing up its eyes in the bright light it had been unable to see for half a century.

‘Mother, is that you?’ said the creature.

‘Yes, sweetheart,’ said Bathline.

She knelt beside the pathetic figure and cradled his head in her frail arms.

‘Have you found a way?’ it said.

‘No,’ said the old woman. ‘But it will be soon. I have found someone else to take the book.’

Tears poured down her face and she cradled her child in her arms. They cried together, their tears running into each other’s. Archimedes went over to them and put his nose to the child’s face.

Peter felt tears behind his own eyes and crawled out of the room. The old woman didn’t have to tell him, he had realised straight away. This sad figure had read the book and ‘the way’ that he was referring to was a way to grow old and die.

‘That is Bardick, my own child,’ said the old woman when they had replaced the drawers and all the bricks and were back in her room again. ‘When the book came into my hands all those years ago, I thought it was a gift from God. My precious Bardick was about to die from an incurable disease and I thought if we read the book together he would be saved. Now you see the result. He has stayed on the point of death ever since. The book does not cure. It just freezes you in time. My beautiful boy ages, you saw the lines on his face, but he does not grow old, nor can he ever die. Since reading the book, he has eaten nothing, nor drunk a single drop, but he still cannot die, no more than I.’

‘Is there nothing you can do?’ said Peter.

‘You must take the book to the Ancient Child,’ she said. ‘Then will all those under its curse find peace and resolution.’

‘How do I find the Ancient Child?’ said Peter.

‘I do not know,’ said Bathline. ‘Do you think if I knew where he was, I would not have rushed to him many years ago?’

‘What about my father?’ said Peter.

The old woman turned away but Peter grabbed her by the shoulders. She felt like a bag of sticks, the thin sticks his grandfather used to light the fire. Peter felt that if he held her too tight, she would crumble into a pile of dust.


‘Tell me,’ he insisted.

‘Here,’ said the old woman, reaching into her clothes. ‘Take this.’

She handed Peter a wristwatch. One half of its leather strap was missing and the other was cracked and broken. The hands were stopped at twenty past two, but there was no way of knowing if it had been the afternoon or the middle of the night.

‘This is his,’ she said.

Peter stared open-mouthed at it.

‘It’s broken,’ he said.

‘No, it merely sleeps. When you reach the world where he is, its time will begin again. Now go,’ she added, ‘and find the Ancient Child.’

‘But where do I start?’

‘Follow me,’ Bathline shouted back at him. ‘Yes, yes, that is it. Follow me. I know the beginning but that is all I know.’

The old woman walked back down the corridor, counting the doors as they passed them. Twice she lost count and sent Peter back to her own door to count them again.

‘Seventy-three,’ he said.

‘Ninety-two it must be,’ said Bathline. ‘Yes, ninety-two.’

They came to the ninety-second door but it was locked.


‘Maybe it is ninety-three,’ said Bathline, but that was locked too. ‘I cannot die, yet my memories do.’

After a few more attempts, Bathline thought it might be one hundred and ninety-two.

‘Yes, yes,’ she said. ‘This is the place. It has the smell of the outside.’

Archimedes was already there, sitting by the door.

‘All this counting,’ said the old woman, ‘when all we had to do was follow the cat.’

She opened a door but instead of another room it revealed a narrow staircase leading down into darkness.

‘Down you go,’ she said and, taking Peter’s hands in hers, she said, ‘You must tell no one of our meeting, not even your grandfather.’

‘But –’ Peter began.

‘No, not even him,’ said Bathline. ‘I know you love him with all your heart, but even he must not know about our meeting or the book.’

‘But he might be able to help,’ said Peter.

‘No, no,’ Bathline insisted. ‘He may, but it is too great a risk. He will be afraid he might lose you like he lost his son, so he may try and stop you going.’

‘Going?’ said Peter. ‘Going where?’

‘I can say no more,’ said Bathline.

She turned and hurried back up the corridor.

‘All will happen as it should,’she called, and as she finally disappeared round the curve of the corridor, she added ominously, ‘even though it never has before.’

Peter stared at his father’s watch. He turned it over and over, held it to his nose to see if there was some smell of his father. He tried to wind it up but it was already fully wound, even though the hands no longer moved.

His father’s watch.

His father’s fingers had touched it, wound it up and adjusted the time. With tears in his eyes, Peter put the watch in his pocket and followed Archimedes down the narrow stairs.
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They came out in the gallery just by the apartment. The wall slid shut behind him and no matter how he looked, even with his expert eye, Peter could find no way of opening it again from the outside.

The apartment was dark when he entered and he lay in bed wondering what to do next. He had already decided that he wasn’t going to tell his mother about the watch, but he couldn’t decide about his grandfather.

It was impossible to sleep. It was a cold night and Peter’s breath came out in small clouds, yet he felt on fire. He felt very far away even from his grandfather, from whom he had no secrets.


Not until now, that is.

He knew he was about to go away, though he hadn’t the faintest idea where or when or even if he would come back again.

He felt tears running down his face and was surprised to find that he was crying. There had been so much racing round in his head that he hadn’t even noticed. He wanted to climb into his mother’s bed and have her cuddle him. He wanted to sit with his grandfather and tell him goodbye, but he knew he couldn’t do either. Only Archimedes had been there, and he had run off as soon as they had got back to the apartment.

He lay in the darkness holding the book in both hands. Inside its prison of red velvet, Peter felt it move. The urge to tear away the ribbons grew stronger and stronger. He could hear Bathline’s voice inside his head, replaying the same warning over and over again …

Promise me that, no matter what happens, no matter how desperate you feel, no matter who asks you, you will never, never, never read the book.

But another voice, darker and further away, told him the old lady was a fool. She was wrong and, besides, what harm could it do if he took a peek inside and just read a few words on the first page?

He felt for the end of the ribbon and rolled it between his fingers.


That’s it, don’t be afraid, the dark voice said. There was something else too. He didn’t know where the thought came from, but suddenly it was right there, filling up his head. He knew that he had to put his father’s photo inside the book.

He turned on his bedside lamp for one last look. He stared into his father’s smiling eyes, trying to decide what he was thinking. There on the wrist of his father’s right arm was the watch that Bathline had given Peter. He held the watch up to the photo as if to show it to his father, but then felt foolish and put it back in his pocket.

He turned out the light and took the first ribbon off. Then he felt for the end of the second. As he unwrapped the book, the picture of Bardick, curled up in his pit of straw, filled his thoughts.

‘No!’ he shouted.

He jumped off the bed and turned the light on. With the darkness gone, so was the temptation. He picked up his father’s photo and, closing his eyes, slipped it into the book, forcing it between the pages without opening the covers. One by one he wrapped the ribbons back round the book, then went into the kitchen to get some string to tie it up even more tightly in a sea of knots.

There was a figure hunched over the table in the darkness. Peter’s heart jumped.


His father? Was he in the museum all the time, hiding from them for reasons Peter couldn’t imagine?

No, it was his grandfather. The old man was sitting very still and didn’t hear Peter come up behind him. The boy stood watching him, hardly daring to breathe in case his grandfather heard him. It was obvious to Peter that this was a time when his grandfather wanted to be alone.

‘Will this ever end?’ the old man whispered and let out a huge sigh.

As his grandfather muttered softly to himself, Peter tiptoed out of the room before the urge to go and throw his arms around the old man could overtake him.

He didn’t go back to his bed. The book temporarily forgotten, he went down into the deserted museum. A great sadness came over him. Like all children, Peter had grown up thinking those he loved would be there forever, but now he realised they wouldn’t be. His grandfather was going to die and, eventually, so was his mother.

Maybe we could all read the book, he thought.

But Bathline’s words came back to him: ‘You must not read the book, no matter who asks you to. You must promise me that you will never ever open its covers again.’ And if that wasn’t enough, there was the image of her child lying in the straw.


There must be exceptions, Peter thought.

What if someone was ill, like his grandfather? Surely they could read the book? But Peter knew that even if the old man did read it and then lived forever, he would be like Bathline’s son and still be ill and in pain. It would just go on and on and on and that would be worse.

No, Peter had to find the Ancient Child. Bathline had said he would fix everything.

That night the silence in the galleries seemed heavier than ever. There was no sign of Archimedes anywhere and even the fine dust that usually danced in the moonlight as Peter walked by lay still on the glass cases.

Come here.

It was the voice that had tried to get him to read the book. It was not really there like someone was speaking, but was inside Peter’s head, and not nearby but far away in a distant corridor, calling him to come closer.

Peter felt himself walking along a path that he was not choosing. At each corner, he turned without thought, until he came to a place he hadn’t visited for years. It was a side room off the main Egyptian gallery, a strange little room empty but for a chair and one glass case containing a mummified cat wrapped in faded bandages.


Sit down, said the voice. Relax.

Peter sat. He was very tired. He closed his eyes and felt himself falling asleep.

Do not sleep.

From behind him, through the wall itself, he felt large invisible arms wrap themselves around him. They seemed gentle at first but the grip tightened until Peter found it hard to breathe. He began to panic, but there was no way he could free himself. He opened his mouth to call out but whoever was holding him put a hand over his face before he could utter a sound.

Do not fight me, said the voice. You merely waste your strength.

The chair tipped back and paused, perfectly balanced on two legs.

I will see you later, said the voice, very distant now.

The chair tipped further backwards beyond the point of balance. The arms that had held him so tightly disappeared and the chair crashed to the ground, leaving Peter flat on his back and alone in a dark place.

He stood up, suddenly wide awake, and realised he was no longer in the side room. The wall curved and it was full of books. He turned round and opened his eyes.

He was in the library.
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He was up on the ninth gallery.

Except everything was different.

It had been the middle of the night when he sat down in the side room with the cat mummy and now it was early morning. The rising sun filled the whole library with a deep glow that crept in through the windows and shone on the ornate curved ceiling like gold. The clouds seemed to have come indoors with the sunshine. They hung nervously in the gloom at the top of the dome.

As the sun rose and the gold faded, a new light began, the light of a new day. The sky outside the windows at the top of the dome grew darker yet the light inside grew brighter. Mist floated up from below and the grass beneath his feet …

Grass, what grass? thought Peter.… was covered with dew.

Peter looked at his feet and where the steel lattice floor of the gallery should have been there was now soft grass. A well-worn path through the grass followed the curve of the gallery in both directions. A small bird flew down and sat on the railing a few feet away from Peter. It put its head on one side and, if it’s possible for a bird to smile, it smiled at him as if to say, ‘I haven’t seen you here before.’

Yet the grass wasn’t the big difference.

The mist beneath the gallery slowly cleared and where the dark mahogany floor with its rows of polished tables should have been, there was now a lake. It spread from one side of the library to the other, an endless sea of water that came up to the level of the first gallery which, instead of being twenty feet above the floor, was now at the water’s edge. In the centre of the sea, where the librarians’ desks had stood, was an island, only its mountain tops visible through a bank of mist. It all seemed so much larger than before, almost as big as a world. Peter leant on the railings and stared open-mouthed across the lake. He was captivated by how magical it looked. There was barely a ripple on the water, just slow regular waves that turned the water into a golden quilt that covered a sleeping giant.

A small boat appeared from the far side of the lake. The gentle chugging of its distant engine drifted across the water to be drowned out a few seconds later by the frantic bickering of a flock of seagulls.

When Peter thought about it, it was ridiculous. Inside the world’s greatest library, in the heart of the world’s greatest museum, was a small ocean. Most people would wonder why the sea wasn’t bursting out through the doors and worry about the water on all those ancient books, but Peter knew none of that was a problem. The water was perfect, more perfect than the tables and reading lamps had ever been. So perfect that nothing could be wrong. Of course it meant the spiral staircases would no longer lead him back, but the thoughts he’d had about getting back now seemed irrelevant.

Nor yet was the sea the biggest change. It was the books themselves.

Around the library, on all the galleries, Peter could see the books had come to life. They were no longer things you could hold in your hands but were as tall as houses and, like houses, windows and doors had appeared on their spines. There were lights in a lot of the windows. Doors opened and people were coming and going. As they passed Peter, they smiled and wished him good morning, no one appearing in the slightest bit surprised to see him. Each book that was now a tall thin house seemed to be the home of people connected with the book’s title. Peter was in the part of the library where the furniture-making books, wooden-framed chairs and couches subsection, were kept. The air was thick with the smell of turpentine. Furniture polish mingled with boiling glue and sandalwood as people hurried off to the other galleries to deliver highchairs and milking stools, garden benches and steamer chairs, chaise longues and recliners.

Far away around the curve a cockerel crowed. A new day had begun, but it was a new day that belonged to another world, not to Peter’s.

‘How long have you been here?’ said a voice behind him. ‘You’re not supposed to be here until next week.’

The little boat which had been skirting round the mist on the lake far below was now coming directly towards him. As Peter leant over the balcony to see where the boat was aiming for, the voice came closer and said, ‘Hey, I said, how long have you been here?’

Peter snapped out of his dream and turned.

‘What?’ he said.

Standing in front of him was a girl about the same age as himself. She had Archimedes in her arms and was tickling him behind the ear. Like Peter, she was skinny with dark hair. And like Peter, she had nervous brown eyes that danced around without settling on anything long enough for it to look back at her. Peter’s first thought was to try and grab the cat out of her arms – Archimedes was his cat – but he knew that cats don’t really belong to anyone, not like dogs, who give you their heart and soul.

The girl was wearing a white frock which made her look as if she was going to a party.

‘I’m going to a party,’ she said. ‘You’re not supposed to be here till next week.’

‘What are you talking about?’ said Peter. ‘Supposed to be here?’

‘You are not supposed to be here until next week,’ the girl repeated slowly like she was talking to someone who wasn’t very bright.

‘I’m not stupid,’ said Peter. ‘There’s no need to talk like that. As far as I’m concerned, I’m not supposed to be here at all.’

Girls were not the best thing in the world and this one proved it.

‘Yes you are,’ said the girl, backing off a bit, ‘but not till next week.’

‘No,’ said Peter, firmly. ‘I sat down in a chair in the little room with the cat mummy –’

‘Bastin, the Cat God,’ said the girl.


‘Yes. And then I fell through the wall.’

‘Oh.’

‘That wall isn’t anywhere near the library,’ said Peter, ‘so I haven’t the faintest idea how I got here. I mean, it was the middle of the night.’

‘Yes, exactly,’ said the girl, which didn’t make sense but showed Peter that she was as confused as he was. She looked a bit embarrassed and put Archimedes down before holding out her hand and saying, ‘My name is Festival. I’m your Caretaker.’

‘Caretaker? What do you mean, caretaker?’ said Peter. Caretakers were old men like his grandfather, who looked after empty buildings at night, not strange girls in party frocks. The library coming to life was like falling into Alice in Wonderland but this girl was even weirder, and he had no intention of taking her outstretched hand.

The fascination of this fantastical place was vanishing fast and all Peter wanted to do now was find the door back into the cat mummy’s room.

‘It’s my job to take care of you while you are here,’ said Festival. ‘Every visitor has a Caretaker. I’m yours because I was born at exactly the same minute you were. Sorry I was a bit cross, but they said you were coming next Wednesday.’

‘They? Who’s they? No one’s told me anything at all,’ said Peter.


‘Actually, I don’t know who they are,’ said Festival. ‘Two people came to our house one day and told me you were coming and I was your Caretaker. They said I had to wait for you up here next Wednesday and to make sure you had the book and then take you back to my house and wait there. My mum and dad had some champagne to celebrate and I had some, but I didn’t like it.’

‘Book?’ said Peter. ‘Champagne?’

‘Yes, exactly. Of course we had to celebrate, because it’s a big honour to be a Caretaker.’

Whatever Festival said only made Peter more confused.

I’m having a dream, he thought, but when he pinched Festival’s arm she jumped back and squealed.

‘What did you do that for?’ she said.

‘I thought I was having a dream,’ said Peter.

‘You’re weird,’ said Festival, which was exactly what Peter had been thinking about her, though she didn’t seem as bad as he’d first thought she was.

‘So where’s the book?’ she added.

‘What book?’

‘You know,’ said Festival, ‘the book you mustn’t read.’

‘Sorry?’

‘You found the old lady, didn’t you?’ said the girl. ‘Don’t tell me that hasn’t happened yet?’


‘Oh,’ said Peter, coming back to reality, or as near to it as he could. ‘You mean the old lady up in the roof?’

‘Yes,’ said Festival. ‘The “How To Live Forever” book. You know, the one she gave you? Where is it?’

‘It’s under my bed,’ said Peter. ‘Shall I go and get it?’

Festival looked confused.

‘No, you can’t,’ she said. ‘You’re supposed to bring it with you. Didn’t they tell you anything?’

‘Who?’

‘Well, before you come here, someone is supposed to tell you everything,’ said Festival. ‘Are you sure no one spoke to you? When they came to my house, they said you’d know all about it and what to do.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Peter. ‘Maybe I should have spoken to my grandad. Maybe he knows what to do.’

‘Maybe,’ said Festival.

‘But Bathline told me not to talk to anyone, not even Grandad,’ said Peter. ‘Who told you about the book?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Festival. ‘My mum and dad, I suppose. Everyone knows about the book.’

Peter was now totally confused. He still wasn’t sure it wasn’t all a dream. But if it was, now it was time to wake up and be back in his bedroom.


But he wasn’t dreaming.

Now and then when he’d been in the museum’s hidden corridors, he’d felt that he was on the edge of another world. He’d imagined he was about to go through some sort of invisible gateway to a place where the normal rules didn’t apply, a place where there were no limits to the possibilities of what could happen. But he’d thought that was all just his imagination playing games. And now, the strange fantasy had become a strange reality.

If Peter felt confused, he could see that Festival was too. She looked as if she was about to burst into tears.

‘I can’t believe no one told you anything,’ she said in a scared little voice.

She’d been so bossy at first, cross because Peter had arrived too soon. Now she seemed to have shrunk back into a little girl. She looked down at her feet and muddled up her fingers. Peter felt sorry for her.

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m sure we can sort it out. I’ll go back and see my grandad. You can come too if you want.’

He reached out and touched Festival on the shoulder.

‘We can’t,’ said Festival.


Peter thought she meant because of what Bathline had said to him.

‘Then we’ll go and see the people who came to your house,’ he continued. ‘They’ll know what to do.’

‘I don’t know who they are,’ said Festival. ‘No one does. They just appear when there’s a visitor coming.’

She started to cry, but before Peter could say anything, she turned away and hurried off round the gallery.

‘Where are we going?’ said Peter.

‘Secret. Er, not allowed to tell you,’ said Festival, obviously flustered.

She stopped a man and whispered a question in his ear. The man pointed down the stairs ahead of them and said something, but all Peter caught was, ‘Level three, I think, but just ask when you get there.’

‘Why don’t we go and ask your mum and dad?’ said Peter as he followed her down the metal stairs.

‘They won’t know,’ said Festival.

Festival hurried on. She stopped two more people before someone nodded and said, ‘Level two.’

‘We are going to see the Three Wise Men,’ she finally shouted back at Peter. ‘They will sort it all out.’

‘Three wise men?’ said Peter. ‘That sounds good. Let’s go and see them.’

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Festival. ‘That’s what I said.’


‘Okay,’ said Peter.

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Festival. ‘They live down on gallery two in the Chinese Sixteenth.’

‘Don’t you mean the Chinese Quarter?’ said Peter.

‘No. That would be a quarter of a gallery,’ Festival explained. ‘This is only a sixteenth.’

She was right. Down on the second gallery there was a row of ornate books decorated with Oriental pictures and writing. Their doors and windows were covered in exquisite red lacquer and on the steps outside many of the books there were carvings of jade dragons and shallow glazed dishes of mulberry trees.

‘Excuse me,’ said Festival to an old lady coming out of a Chinese grocery book. ‘Can you tell me where the Three Wise Men are? It’s a long time since I was here and I seem to have forgotten exactly where it is.’

‘Three Wise Men? Three Wise Men?’ said the old lady. ‘More like the Three Silly Old Fools.’

‘But –’

‘Not even clever enough to be idiots,’ said another old lady.

‘You’d be better off asking Archimedes,’ said a third.

‘But he’s a cat, silly,’ said Festival. ‘I wouldn’t be able to understand what he said.’


She looked as if she was going to start crying again. Everything seemed to be getting so complicated.

‘You’d understand more than you will with the three old idiots,’ said the first old lady.

‘They’re along there,’ she added. ‘But you’re wasting your time. They couldn’t even tell you how to boil water without burning it.’

‘Well, we’re here,’ said Peter. ‘We might as well see them.’

‘Exactly, yes,’ said Festival.

Archimedes was sitting waiting for them on the Wise Men’s doorstep. Festival rang the bell. There was a lot of commotion from inside.

‘It’s not my turn to open the door,’ said a voice.

‘Well, I did it last time,’ said another.

‘Well, I can’t do it,’ said a third. ‘I can’t remember how to.’

This made the first two jeer and laugh and start arguing all over again.

‘Come on, let’s go,’ said Peter. ‘They sound useless.’

‘See, just like last time and the time before,’ said the second voice. ‘They’re going.’

‘Oh no, come on, please,’ Festival whispered softly so Peter wouldn’t hear. ‘Please open the door. Please be wise and please, please, please, help me.’

‘You said you opened the door last time,’ said the first voice. ‘If they went away last time, you can’t have opened the door.’

‘I didn’t mean then,’ said the second voice. ‘I meant the last time the door was opened, when we went shopping yesterday.’

‘That doesn’t count,’ said the first voice. ‘I meant opening the door when someone rings the bell.’

‘What bell?’ said the third voice. ‘Did the bell ring? Is there someone at the door?’

Archimedes pushed at the door, which opened itself. Peter and Festival followed the cat inside and stood there while the three old men argued about who had forgotten to lock the door the last time they had gone out, which might or might not have been yesterday when they went shopping or could have been very early this morning when one of them, who wouldn’t own up, had let the cat out.

The inside of the Three Wise Men’s house was like that old-fashioned pretend Chinese pottery where everything is painted in blue on white and looks very flat. It was a weird optical illusion. Even the three old men were blue and white. Their skin was as clear as china, which was not surprising because that was where they came from. Their clothes were blue and white too. If they hadn’t been moving around, the entire room would have looked like a very large dinner plate.


‘Not your cat,’ said the First Wise Man to Peter. ‘Our cat, who might or might not be the brother –’

‘Or sister,’ the Second Wise Man interrupted.

‘Or sister,’ the First Wise Man continued, ‘of your cat.’

‘Though, of course,’ said the Third Wise Man, ‘our cat is a completely different cat. It’s a wise cat and doesn’t look remotely like your cat.’

‘Define remotely,’ said the First Wise Man. ‘They do both have four legs, fur, ears, a tail and teeth.’

‘Yes, but the boy’s cat says meow and our cat says woof, woof,’ said the Second Wise Man.

‘Then your cat is a dog,’ said Festival. ‘And you are all stupid.’

‘No we’re not,’ said all three of the old men in unison. ‘We are the Three Wise Men.’

‘Well, be wise then and help us,’ said Festival, and she told them about Peter arriving without the book.

‘Book?’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘We’ve got a book. We’ve got hundreds of them. We’re Wise Men. Wise Men always have tons of books. Do you want to borrow one?’

‘She means THE BOOK, stupid,’ said the First Wise Man. ‘But we do have a book upstairs which will tell you what to do. I’ll go and get it.’

‘So we do,’ the Second Wise Man called after him. ‘It’s the thirty-seventh from the left on the ninth shelf up from the floor in the wall opposite the window.’

‘And it is called “What To Do When You Arrive Without The Book”,’ said the Third Wise Man.

‘No, I think you’ll find it’s called “What To Do When Someone Arrives Without The Book”,’ said the Second Wise Man.

‘I should know the title,’ the Third Wise Man snapped. ‘After all, it was I who wrote the book. It was a bestseller in its day.’

‘When was that?’ said Peter.

‘The next Fourth of Remember,’ said the Third Wise Man.

‘Well, if you wrote it,’ said the Second Wise Man, ‘it should be called “The Idiot’s Guide To What To Do When Someone Arrives Without The Book”.’

‘If you wrote it,’ said Festival, ‘why can’t you just tell us what to do?’

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ve forgotten.’

‘Do you mean you’ve forgotten why it’s not that simple, or you’ve forgotten what’s in the book?’ said Festival.

‘Probably. Would you like some green tea? It’s very good for the brain.’


‘How would you know?’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘You haven’t got one.’

‘Look, do you know who can help us?’ said Festival.

‘Of course we do. We must do,’ said the Second Wise Man. ‘First of all, we are very, very wise, and second of all, we know everyone, so we must know the person who can help.’

‘Unless they live next door,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘We don’t know the people who’ve just moved in next door.’

‘Okay, okay. We know everyone except the people next door.’

‘And Foreclaw. We don’t know him.’

‘Yes, yes, yes. But we don’t know Father Christmas either.’

‘I mean real people,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘Father Christmas and Foreclaw aren’t real people.’

‘Yes they are,’ said Festival.

‘Darkwood,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘We don’t know him.’

‘Well, of course we don’t,’ said the Second Wise Man. ‘No one does.’

‘Except Darkwood himself,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘He knows Darkwood. You really do need to learn to be more precise.’


‘Oh, go and eat your trousers,’ snapped the Second Wise Man.

‘See, that’s exactly, or rather precisely, what I mean,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘I am Chinese. I am a Chinese Wise Man. I wear robes of hand-spun silk. I do not wear trousers, so how can I eat them?’

‘I was being very precise,’ said the Second Wise Man. ‘I did not say eat the trousers you are wearing. I said, “Go and eat your trousers.” I was referring to the chocolate trousers you keep in a small box by your bed that you nibble in the middle of the night when you think we are asleep, so you don’t have to share them with us.’

‘Have you been eating my trousers?’ said the Third Wise Man.

‘No, it was him,’ said the Second Wise Man, pointing up the stairs.

Peter realised that talking to the old men was like trying to untangle an enormous ball of very knotted string. It was the kind of thing that could send you crazy, as it obviously had done to the three of them. They may have been wise at some time in the distant past but now they were as mad as hatters. Still, if the Three Wise Men really did have a book that could tell them what to do, they might as well wait.

The Third Wise Man poured some tea from an iron pot on the windowsill and handed it to the children. It was stone cold, but as the old man was watching them intently, Peter and Festival had to drink it.

‘Can you feel it improving your brain?’ he said.

The Second Wise Man sat at the table trying to build a pyramid from playing cards. The Third Wise Man went and stood very close to the wall and began whispering to himself.

After half an hour of this Festival said, ‘If you know exactly where the book is, why is he taking so long to find it?’

‘He can’t read,’ said the Second Wise Man.

Normally, Peter would never question anything an adult said to him, even if it seemed ridiculous or completely untrue, but now he could keep quiet no longer.

‘Well, couldn’t he just count …’ Peter began, realising before he finished that the First Wise Man probably couldn’t count either.

‘Don’t say it,’ he added. ‘I’ll go and get it,’ and he ran up the stairs.

‘Why did you say Father Christmas wasn’t real?’ Festival said when he had gone. ‘I know he isn’t, but Peter might still believe in him.’

‘Well, so do I,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘I was just pretending I didn’t.’

Peter came downstairs carrying a large book.


‘You’re both wrong,’ he said to the two old men. ‘It’s called “I Bet You Wished You Knew What To Do When Someone Arrives Without The Book”. It’s useless.’

‘Are you sure it’s not called “The Idiot’s Guide To I Bet You Wished You Knew What To Do When Someone Arrives Without The Book”?’ said the Second Wise Man.

‘What’s it say?’ said Festival, and to Peter she whispered, ‘What’s the old man doing up there?’

‘Lying on the floor sucking his thumb,’ said Peter. ‘The book is useless because there’s nothing written in it. Look.’

Apart from the title page, the book was completely blank.

‘It’s a work in progress,’ said the Third Wise Man. ‘I’m still doing the research.’

‘They were right,’ said Peter. ‘You are idiots. How on earth did you ever get called wise men?’

‘We’ve got a good agent,’ said the Third Wise Man.

The two children turned and left, and Archimedes followed with his tail in the air.

‘If you find out what to do, will you let us know?’ the Second Wise Man called after them.

‘I can put it in the second edition of the book,’ said the Third Wise Man.


‘Who’s Foreclaw?’ said Peter as they walked out of the Chinese Sixteenth.

‘He’s a real wise man,’ said Festival. ‘My dad reckons he is the oldest person in the world. If anyone knows what to do, he should.’

‘But that old man said he wasn’t real.’

‘Oh, he’s probably just jealous because Foreclaw’s a proper wise man,’ said Festival.

‘So, where is he?’ said Peter.

‘That’s the trouble,’ said Festival. She pointed up to the roof. ‘He lives up there on the thirteenth gallery. Of course I knew we should have gone to see him straight away. It’s just that it was a lot easier to come here, so I thought we’d do that first in case Foreclaw had told the old men what to do when someone arrives without the book.’

Peter looked doubtful.

‘Well, he might have,’ said Festival as they set off up the stairs between the galleries.

‘So what’s the problem?’ said Peter. ‘Let’s go and find him.’

‘We’re not supposed to go above the ninth floor,’ said Festival. ‘And he lives on the thirteenth.’

‘Why not?’ asked Peter.

‘It’s dangerous,’ said Festival. ‘Bad people live up there, and monsters.’

‘Have you seen them?’


‘No, of course not, but I know they’re there. My dad’s told me all about them and you can hear scary noises at night,’ said Festival. ‘And sometimes things fall over the balconies.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘Dead bodies,’ said Festival. ‘My friend said she saw an arm once. She said it landed on the step right outside her house. There are weird creatures up there too.’

‘Creatures? What sort of creatures?’ said Peter.

‘I don’t know. I’ve never seen them,’ said Festival. ‘But my dad says he has. He says they were too mangled up to tell what they were.’

‘Sounds like the sort of things grown-ups say to make you do stuff,’ said Peter.

Festival agreed but she still looked scared.

‘We haven’t got any choice, have we?’ said Peter.

‘I suppose not,’ said Festival.

‘It’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘There’s two of us, we’ll be okay.’

Looking up from the ninth floor at the one above, the children could see that the books looked old and neglected. They could see dirty windows, some broken or boarded up. Doors hung off the hinges of deserted books and those that seemed to be occupied had a lost, desperate air about them. Peter had seen rundown streets like this outside in the city, where skinny dogs and cats and even people scratched through the rubbish for food. But out there, he had always been inside the safety of a car. As they walked towards the stairs, Festival began to look really scared. Peter tried to reassure her, but nothing seemed to cheer her up.
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They reached the stairs that led up to the tenth floor. There was an iron gate at the bottom with a notice that said ‘No Entry’. The chain and padlock that had held the gate shut had been torn off by some immense force. The steel links, thicker than a finger, had been pulled straight like plasticine. Peter pushed the gate open and climbed through the rubbish up to the next level.

‘Come on,’ he said, trying to sound as brave as possible. ‘It’ll be all right.’

‘I know that,’ said Festival, with a tremor in her voice.

Both children could feel the panic building up inside them as they picked their way over the rubbish on the steps, but there was no going back.

The tenth level seemed almost deserted. Something scurried off through the debris that was piled up against the bottom of all the books. A way off round the gallery there was a fire burning and a group of dark figures standing around it. Peter and Festival tried to keep to the shadows so the figures wouldn’t see them, but a dog that had been by the fire caught their scent and ran towards them barking.

‘Who’s that?’ shouted one of the figures as Peter and Festival ran up the stairs to the eleventh level.

None of the figures followed them. Looking down, Peter could see them gathered round the foot of the stairs, yet no one, not even the dog, lifted a foot onto the first step.

‘Who were they?’ said Peter.

‘I don’t know,’ said Festival. ‘My dad says criminals and madmen live up here, where no one will come after them or bother them.’

The ground beneath their feet was no longer bright soft grass. Now it was unkempt weeds and brambles that scratched the children’s legs as they picked their way through them. There were no signs of life, though in the tangle of plants, there were bits of rusty machinery and bright flashes of bones. They were too hidden to tell if they were human or animal, but something had picked them clean. Neither Peter nor Festival wanted to stop and find out what.

‘Well, there doesn’t seem to be anyone alive up here,’ said Peter as they walked round to the next staircase.

He had spoken too soon.

‘Dinner,’ said a voice. ‘Easy come too.’

A door flew open ahead of them, hitting the handrail and blocking their way. Another slammed open behind them. They were caught between two books whose open doorways held only darkness.

‘The rarest,’ said another voice. ‘Children. Too good to cook.’

‘Yes, yes, eat them alive,’ said the first.

‘Oh yes, keep them alive,’ said the second. ‘Just cut off what we need each day.’

‘Yes, yes. Done properly, you can keep them going for over a week, before the pain kills them off.’

‘Tongues out first, to stop the screaming.’

‘Long time since I ate a tongue,’ said the first voice. ‘Best bit, that.’

‘Hands is nice,’ said the second voice. ‘Boiling tar on the stumps to stop the bleeding.’

Peter and Festival threw their arms round each other and held tight. The two open doorways beside them were as black as night. The voices were coming from inside one of the two books, but they couldn’t see anyone.

‘Can’t see us, can they?’ said the first voice.

‘No,’ said the second. ‘Even less chance when we eat their eyes.’

‘Eyes is good too, not as good as tongues but better than hands.’

‘Not as good as brains though, specially if you tip the head up and suck them out the ear.’

‘Oh, I loves brains.’

‘Do you think eating brains makes you cleverer?’

‘S’pose it depends on how clever the person was whose brain you’re eating.’

‘I never thought of that.’

‘Maybe, if they be really stupid, you might get less clever.’

‘I never thought of that either. You are a clever boy,’ said the first voice. ‘Mummy’s very proud of you. Maybe we better give them some sort of exam before we eats their brains so we can see if they’re stupid or clever.’

‘Good idea,’ said the second voice. ‘Hey, children, boy first, what’s two times the square root of four?’

‘Eighty-three,’ said Peter, thinking if he got the answer wrong, they might not kill him.

‘Correct,’ said the second voice.


‘No it isn’t,’ said Festival, looking from door to door.

‘Can’t tell which door we’re in, can they?’ said the first voice.

‘No.’

‘Shall we give them a clue?’

‘No.’

‘Who shall we eat first, the boy or the girl?’

‘Bit of both. One for lunch. One for dinner.’

‘We … we have to see F-F-F-Forecl-claw,’ stammered Festival.

‘Yes,’ said Peter. ‘If we don’t see him, you’ll be in t-t-t-trouble.’

‘T-t-t-trouble, you say?’ said the first voice. ‘So, someone knows you’re here, do they?’

‘Of course,’ said Festival. ‘My m-m-m-mum and d-d-d-dad.’

‘Your m-m-m-mum and d-d-d-dad, eh?’

‘Yes, and if we’re not back by teatime, they’ll come looking for us.’

‘Well now. Let you come up here alone, did they?’ said the second voice. ‘Careless, that. I’ve got three answers for you.’

‘At least,’ said the first.

‘One, you’re lying. Two, if you’re not lying, how will they find you? Three, if they do find you, then we’ll have even more dinners.’

‘And four, you’re lying,’ said the first voice.


‘I said that already.’

‘No you didn’t.’

‘You wouldn’t be calling me a liar, would you?’

‘I, um …’

‘More dinner,’ said the second voice.

There was a brief pause and then a bloodcurdling scream.

‘Now look what you’ve made me do,’ said the second voice. ‘Vile children, you made me kill my mother. I’m rather cross now. That was the only mother I had. Throatgall is all alone.’

A pool of blood began to trickle out of the first doorway. It was followed by muttering and cursing and a small fat naked pink figure appeared, down on its hands and knees like a huge baby, scooping up the blood in its hands and drinking it.

The creature was no larger than a three year old child, but it had the skinny shrivelled body of an old man. Its skin looked like it had been in water too long, crisscrossed with a cobweb of lines. It reminded Peter of Bathline, something living that should have died a long time ago.

The smell of the blood brought other creatures. Rats the size of small dogs and cockroaches appeared from everywhere.

‘Vile creatures,’ the pink figure screamed. ‘This is my mother’s blood.’


He tried to sweep them aside but there were too many of them. There was blood everywhere. The pink figure was covered in so much of it, the rats threw themselves on him and a terrible fight broke out. Rats and cockroaches were thrown off the balcony, some landing on the gallery below, some falling all the way down into the water. Others ran inside the book, looking for the corpse.

While the fighting was going on Peter and Festival stood rooted to the spot. A rat had bitten Throatgall on the leg and his blood was now pouring onto the ground and mixing with his mother’s. Seeing he was wounded, the other rats stopped fighting each other and threw themselves on Throatgall.

‘Help me,’ he pleaded, waving his arm toward the two children.

Instinctively, Peter rushed forward. Festival grabbed his shirt to pull him back, but she was too late. Throatgall threw off the rats and lunged at Peter. In a split second his teeth flashed and came down on Peter’s hand.

The pain was unbearable and as Peter felt himself begin to faint, Festival dragged him back and the two of them fell through the second doorway. They struggled up the stairs into a bedroom and slammed the door shut. Peter collapsed onto the floor while Festival jammed a chair under the door handle, but they hadn’t been followed. The rats had regrouped and were now attacking Throatgall with renewed energy.

Festival knelt in front of Peter and took hold of his hand. There was so much blood, it was hard to see what damage had been done. She pulled a mouldy sheet off the bed and tore it into pieces. She wiped Peter’s hand and gently tried to open out his fingers, but the pain was so bad, Peter couldn’t let his grip relax. There was blood pouring out at an alarming rate. Peter felt himself getting fainter, too faint to be frightened but the panic was written all over Festival’s face.

‘We need to find help,’ she cried, tearing more strips of sheet and tying them round Peter’s arm to try and stop the bleeding.

‘It’s all right,’ said Peter, sliding further down onto the floor. ‘I think I’ll just go to sleep for a bit.’

‘No, no, you mustn’t,’ Festival shouted. ‘Stay awake. We have to go and get help.’

‘No, I’ll just sleep for a bit and then we’ll go,’ said Peter dreamily.

And he fainted.

Festival began to cry. She was terrified. Now Peter was unconscious, his grip loosened and Festival gently opened out his hand. His entire little finger was missing. The girl wiped her eyes and searched through the filthy strips of sheet for the cleanest piece she could find. She wrapped it tightly round the wound, adding more and more strips until Peter’s arm looked like the cat mummy in the museum gallery. She lifted him until he was sitting slumped against the wall then made a sling and hooked it round his neck to keep his hand up as high as possible. She knelt beside him with her arms round him and began crying again.

‘Don’t die,’ she whispered, ‘please.’

She got up and went to the window. The fight was over and there was no sign of Throatgall or the rats. Some cockroaches were eating the last drops of blood off the ground but, apart from them, the gallery was deserted. The doors of the two books that had trapped them were still wide open and jammed against the gallery railing. There was no way of knowing if Throatgall was waiting outside at the top of the stairs so Festival decided she would smash though the wall into the next book.

She got up, broke the legs off a small chair and began attacking the plaster. It came away easily, revealing the cardboard book cover. That crumbled easily too. She ripped away the leather binding and climbed through.

Peter was still unconscious, but Festival decided they should get away as soon as they could. Throatgall had been wounded so it made sense to leave while he was weakened. Taking the last strips of the sheet, she went through into the next book, down the stairs and out into the gallery. She wrapped the strips around the handle of the door that was blocking the way back and tied them to the rail. If someone tried to pull the door back from the other side and follow them, the sheet would stop them long enough to let them get away.

Back upstairs, she knelt beside Peter again and stroked his head.

‘Wake up,’ she whispered. ‘We have to go.’

Peter stirred and opened his eyes. He was weak from loss of blood and was confused. He stared at Festival as if he didn’t know who she was, but as he woke more, the pain in his hand brought him sharply back to reality.

‘We have to get out of here,’ he said.

‘I know,’ said Festival. ‘Stand up slowly. See how you are.’

It took Peter a few minutes to get to his feet without feeling he was going to pass out again. The bandages on his hand were starting to show a few dark patches.

He was still bleeding.

‘Where are we going?’ he said.


‘We have got to go on,’ said Festival. ‘We can’t go back, it’s much too risky.’

They walked round the gallery until they reached the stairs up to the twelfth level. Halfway up, they stopped and sat down.

‘I’m cold,’ said Peter, shivering.

‘It’s because you’ve lost all that blood,’ said Festival, ‘and the shock.’

‘I need to sleep.’

‘You can’t. You absolutely mustn’t go to sleep,’ said Festival.

She sounded so desperate that Peter fought as hard as he could to stay awake. He felt his head slipping forward and his eyes closing and it took all his effort to shake himself awake.

‘But I can’t climb any more stairs,’ said Peter. ‘My legs keep trying to fold up.’

‘We’ll sit here for a while,’ said Festival, ‘but promise me you won’t go to sleep.’

The bottom panels of the door that Festival had tied open shattered and Throatgall, dragging his torn leg, came to the bottom of the stairs and looked up at them. Festival gripped the broken chair leg she had brought with her and stood up, but like the creatures from the floor below, Throatgall was unwilling to come up after them. He reached out towards the bottom step but, before he touched it, pulled back and sat down.


‘Come back to Throatgall,’ he whined. ‘I won’t hurt you, I promise.’

‘You were going to eat us,’ said Festival. ‘You tried to bite Peter’s hand off.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to,’ said Throatgall. ‘It was just a reflex action.’

‘And you killed your own mother.’

‘I know, I know,’ the creature whimpered, ‘but I didn’t enjoy it. I won’t do it again.’

‘You drank her blood,’ said Festival.

‘I had to,’ said Throatgall. ‘It’s a family tradition. I drank my father’s too, when I killed him, but I didn’t enjoy it.’

‘You’re disgusting,’ said Festival.

‘I’m lonely. No more left, just me,’ said Throatgall. ‘Come down here, please.’

‘Come on,’ said Peter, pulling himself to his feet. ‘At least we know which way to go.’

And they climbed up to the twelfth level.

‘I’ll be waiting when you come back,’ shouted Throatgall. ‘I’ll sharpen my teeth so I’m ready for you, my angels. Little cups of blood, little spoons of skin. Lovely finger, so tender like baby veal.’

As the two children came out on the twelfth level, a steel trapdoor fell shut over the stairs, cutting off their way back. This level seemed deserted. Peter walked over to the nearest book and slumped down against it.


‘I’ll just wait here,’ he said, ‘while you look for, um, something …’

Festival knelt down beside him but it was obvious that trying to wake him up was a waste of time. If she did, he would only fall asleep again. The dark stains on his bandage were getting bigger. She slapped his face to wake him up, but she couldn’t make herself do it hard enough to have any effect. So she just sat down beside him with her arm round his shoulder. She didn’t want to leave him, but she knew that to save him, she had to find help.

It was dark on this level. The sun had to struggle to reach under the thirteenth gallery above them and throw any light there. All the colour had faded from everything. The gold embossing was almost gone from the books. The lettering on the spines had nearly faded. And most of the books were simply books, not houses with doors, or windows, or any signs of life. The leather bindings were collapsing away, revealing crumbling pages and armies of insects eating the paper and the glue. Here and there an occasional book did have rooms inside, but they were deserted and crumbling too.

Festival gathered up pieces of the crumbling book backs and laid them over Peter to hide him. Then she walked cautiously round the entire gallery without seeing anyone. All the stairs back down were closed off in the same way with heavy plates of steel and no handles to lift them by. At least it meant that Throatgall couldn’t come up after them. There was no way he would be able to lift one of the doors. But the way down wasn’t the problem.

There was no way up. All the other levels had at least four sets of stairs leading to the level above, but this one had none. There were gaps overhead where the steps had once been, but the stairs themselves had been taken away.

Festival went back to where Peter was sleeping and knelt beside him. His breathing was no more than a whisper and he kept shivering. Festival gathered up more bits of old book bindings and piled them over him. She knew it wouldn’t help but she couldn’t think of anything else to do.

The blood had now come right through the bandage and was starting to run back down his arm. Festival began to cry again, the last of her frail self-confidence gone. She looked very small and alone.

‘It’s mine,’ said a voice, ‘all of it.’

A pile of shredded paper two books away shook itself and an old woman dressed in shabby clothes made from book leather crawled out. On her head she was wearing a complicated rusty metal contraption, held on by leather straps. In the middle of her forehead at the end of a hinged bracket was a huge magnifying glass that covered most of her face, turning it into a comical distorted caricature.

‘What is?’ said Festival.

‘The gold,’ said the old woman.

‘Gold?’

‘On the books. It’s mine, all of it.’

‘Good, good,’ said Festival. ‘Can you help us?’

‘Do you want to see it?’

‘What?’

‘The gold,’ said the prospector. ‘Sixty-eight years I’ve been up here collecting it. Look.’

She reached into a pocket and pulled out a matchbox.

‘I am probably the richest person in the world,’ she said. ‘Look.’

She opened the matchbox. Inside it was a thin layer of gold dust that barely covered the bottom.

‘You probably think I’m crazy,’ said the prospector. ‘But I’ve got two other matchboxes.’

‘Wonderful,’ said Festival. ‘Look, Peter is going to die if we don’t get help. Please help me.’

‘Though, they haven’t got as much gold in as this one.’

‘Oh, forget the gold,’ Festival cried. ‘Look, the blood. He’s going to die. We need to get help.’ Then she was crying so hard that there was no room in her mouth for words.


‘Difficult,’ said the old woman. ‘I took all the stairs away, so they couldn’t steal my gold. Threw them over the balcony, I did.’

She shuffled through the rubbish and sat down in front of Peter.

‘I think you are right,’ she said. ‘I think he is going to die. Do you know if he’s got any gold?’

‘No, no, no,’ was all Festival could say.

‘Important, is it?’ said the old lady.

‘What do you mean, important?’ said Festival.

‘Important that he doesn’t die?’

‘Well, of course it is.’

‘He could read the book,’ said the old lady.

‘He hasn’t got it,’ said Festival.

‘Oh well, you’re right then. He is going to die. Do you want to see some more of my gold?’ And she opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. It was completely covered in gold. So were her teeth and the entire insides of her mouth.

‘Clever, eh?’ she said. ‘No one can steal that.’

‘Forget the, forget the …’ said Festival, clenching her teeth. ‘Forget the bloody gold.’

The old lady stepped back in horror, not because Festival had sworn at her, but because of what she had said.

‘You, er, no, er …’ she mumbled, unable to make a proper sentence.


‘Life is more important than gold,’ said Festival.

The old lady said nothing. With great difficulty, she knelt down beside Peter and lifted up his bleeding hand.

‘Mine isn’t,’ she said and, holding up Peter’s arm, added, ‘You’ve got him and he’s got you, but all I’ve got is my gold.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Festival cried. ‘Help us, please.’

‘All right, my dear,’ the old lady replied. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

One by one she removed the strips of blood-soaked rag, and when Peter’s hand was uncovered, she wiped it dry and covered the wound with the gold from her matchbox. She reached into her clothes and brought out two more matchboxes and placed the gold from them over the first layer.

The bleeding stopped.

‘I need to be on my own for a while,’ said the old lady, staring sadly at her empty matchboxes. ‘I have to … I mean … all the plans I had.’

‘Please,’ said Festival, ‘before you go, how do we get up to the thirteenth gallery? We have to see Foreclaw.’

‘Foreclaw, Foreclaw. It must be ten years since I heard that name,’ said the prospector. ‘But then, it must be ten years since I heard any words. You’re the first people I’ve seen for ten years. Small, aren’t you?’


‘We’re children,’ said Festival.

‘Oh. I was one of them once, I think,’ said the prospector.

‘Can you show us the way up?’ said Festival.

‘Yes, if you promise you won’t tell anyone about all the gold here.’

‘We promise,’ said Festival.

‘Double promise, cross your heart and hope to die?’

‘Yes.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said the prospector. ‘Take your shoes off.’

She examined the soles of each shoe in turn through her magnifying glass.

‘What are you doing?’ said Festival.

‘Gold, of course,’ said the old woman. ‘You might have some of my gold. Socks.’

She picked tiny specks off with a pair of tweezers and dropped them into her matchbox.

‘I better check your feet too,’ she said. ‘Seeing as how you’ve been standing there without your socks and shoes on.’

When Festival had put her socks and shoes and Peter’s back on, the prospector wanted to check them again in case they’d picked up any new specks of gold. After the third examination, she seemed satisfied.


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Follow me and mind you walk on tiptoes.’

She led them round the entire level twice before stopping and demanding to examine their feet again.

‘It’s gone,’ she said.

‘What has?’ said Festival.

‘The way out. See,’ said the old lady, ‘people steal things. They want my gold and now they’ve stolen the way out.’

They walked round again and as they came to the start, Archimedes was waiting for them.

‘Go away, nasty cat,’ said the old lady. ‘Cats are mad for gold, you know.’

Archimedes ignored her and squeezed through a broken door into one of the books.

‘Oh, there it is,’ said the old lady. ‘See, I told you someone stole it. It was that horrible cat.’

The children pulled the broken door out of the way and followed Archimedes up the stairs.

‘When you’re better,’ the prospector shouted after them, ‘will you bring me back my gold?’

In the attic room of the book there was a small door in the back wall that opened to reveal a tiny wooden staircase. Archimedes and the two children climbed the narrow stairs to the top balcony that clung to the wall just below the dark overhang under the great circle of windows. Although the windows were no more than fifty feet above them, the balcony was set so far back under the roof that barely any light reached it, even less than the level below. The books here were even older, their leather backs thick with dust and cobwebs, and the few doors they could see were covered over with boards nailed across them. Because the sun couldn’t reach the top gallery the ground was no longer covered in grass, just earth and plaster that had fallen from the ceiling. Here and there complete spines had fallen away revealing derelict rooms full of broken furniture and straw. Peter saw shadows scurrying away as they approached. This was not the magical place of the lower balconies, this was a dark damp place you would visit in nightmares.

The thirteenth gallery didn’t run in a complete circle round the reading room. It was broken into segments by eight massive girders that formed the skeleton of the whole building. Near one of the girders, there was a gap between two books, a place where a book had been removed. It was the only place like it in the whole library. To its right, the book was called ‘How To Love Forever’. To its left, leaning over where it had fallen across the empty space, the book was called ‘How To List Forever’.

This was the place the book had been kept, a dark place where no one was supposed to go.


At the back of the space where the book had stood, set into the wall, there was a door so hidden with dust and cobwebs it would have been easy to miss. Festival banged on the door and, as she did so, the dust and cobwebs slid smoothly to one side and the door opened a fraction of an inch.
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‘Who calls Foreclaw?’ said a voice from inside.

‘I am Festival, the Caretaker for the new arrival,’ said Festival.

‘The boy?’

‘Yes.’

‘You are alone, just the two of you?’ said the voice.

‘Yes,’ said Festival.

‘My cat’s here too,’ said Peter.

‘Archimedes?’ said the voice.

‘Yes.’

‘One moment.’

There was the sound of furniture being moved and a voice muttering to itself. Bolts were drawn back, keys turned and the door opened. A thin dark man with straggly hair beckoned them inside. The room was covered in shelves that were packed to overflowing with a thousand and one different treasures. Almost every square inch of floor space was covered with piles of books, with only a narrow path winding through the room to each chair and a far door.

As Peter looked round the room at all the things, he realised that he recognised them, every single one of them. When he had travelled through the storerooms in his world and had come across something he really liked, he had written it down in his journal. He had drawn a map to show which room it was in, written a short description and sometimes even tried to draw it. He had done this with the idea that, one day, he might run the museum and when he did, these were the treasures he would put on display. There was the flying armadillo fossil. There, the perpetual egg-timer that instead of having two chambers for the sand to run from one to the other, had seven, so that the sand ran from chamber to chamber in an endless hypnotic flow. There was the six-legged pigeon in the jar of formaldehyde and there the ancient Aztec carving of a flying saucer, between two iron helmets that could never have sat on any human head.


In the middle of the room there were three worn armchairs. Foreclaw sat in one and beckoned Peter and Festival to sit in the others. Peter sank into the cushions and felt sleep surround him.

‘And this is the boy?’ said Foreclaw.

‘Yes, Peter,’ said Festival.

‘But he is not supposed to be here until next week,’ said Foreclaw. ‘Does he have the book?’

‘No,’ said Festival. ‘He came too early. I think it was an accident.’

‘This is terrible news, really terrible,’ said the old man, turning to Peter. ‘How did you come here?’

But Peter was fast asleep. The only noise was the ticking of a large clock, a clock with seven hands and fifteen numbers that was another of the treasures in Peter’s journal. While the old man wrapped the boy’s golden hand in clean bandages, Festival told him how Peter had come into their world.

‘He said he fell backwards through a solid wall,’ said Festival.

‘In the room with the cat mummy?’ said Foreclaw.

‘How did you know that?’ said Festival.

‘It’s happened before,’ said Foreclaw, but he didn’t say when.

‘But how do we get the book?’ said Festival.

‘Tricky,’ said the old man. ‘The book has to be here. There was no point in the boy coming without it. Yet the book is not here.’

‘Is there no way he can go back and get it?’ said Festival.

‘The door only works once for each visitor. You know that,’ said Foreclaw. ‘You can only go through it once. You can come or you can go, but not both.’

‘You mean I can’t go back?’ said Peter, who had woken up. ‘But what about my mum and my grandfather?’

‘You should have thought of that before you came,’ said Foreclaw.

‘I didn’t know,’ said Peter, tears beginning to form behind his eyes. ‘No one told me anything. I didn’t want to come.’

‘But you took the book from Bathline,’ said Foreclaw.

‘She didn’t say anything about coming here,’ said Peter.

‘Did she not tell you to bring the book, to take the book to the Ancient Child?’

‘Yes, but …’ Peter began.

‘But? But nothing,’ said Foreclaw. ‘She gave you the book and you were supposed to bring it here.’

‘No!’ Peter shouted.

The pain in his hand was making him faint again. Everything, including the jumble of thoughts inside his head, was spinning. He felt sleep overwhelming him and struggled to fight it.

‘She did not tell me to come here,’ he said. ‘No one said anything about here. And I don’t even know where here is …’

Drifting into sleep again. Very cold now, even though there were logs burning in the fire, and eyes closing because they were too heavy to hold open, Peter couldn’t fight the sleep. Sleep would make everything better, because sleep always makes things better.

‘My father,’ he said, and then nothing.

‘Your father is in our world,’ said the old man, unaware that Peter could no longer hear him. ‘Though exactly where, I cannot say.’

Although he was fast asleep, Peter’s thoughts could not rest. He had always thought of everyone who lived outside the museum as Outsiders and thought of himself and his grandad and mum as Insiders. But now it seemed that the world that he had thought was so self-contained contained another world. Maybe there were other worlds inside that too, worlds within worlds within worlds.

‘Can’t we get in touch with someone from outside and get them to bring the book here?’ said Festival.

‘You know we can’t,’ said Foreclaw. ‘You know that it would destroy the balance.’


‘Is there no one who can just go backwards and forwards?’

Foreclaw fell silent and stared into the fire. After a few minutes he said, ‘There is someone who claims he can, though I do not believe him and he is someone we would all rather forget.’

‘Who is it? Would he get the book? Where can we find him?’ said Festival.

‘He is Darkwood,’ said Foreclaw, ‘and you do not find him. He finds you. And those he has found wish he had not.’

‘Do you know him?’

‘No, nor do I want to,’ said the old man. ‘Nor, to be honest, do we really know he exists and, if he does, whether he is from our world or yours or somewhere else altogether.’

Foreclaw turned away and busied himself making tea. When Festival tried to draw him out about Darkwood, he ignored her. The tea made in a strange pot with no spout, the old man fussed around with the fire, sending the girl to fetch logs from the other room.

Peter woke up and thought, for a moment, that he was back in his own bedroom. The clock with seven hands, the pickled dodo chick in its crystal jar, the carved stone with writing unlike any language on earth. They were all there, but then he woke a bit more and remembered where he was.


‘This stuff you’ve got here,’ he said cautiously, ‘where did you get it?’

‘Ah well, you know, here and there,’ said Foreclaw. ‘Hither and thither, collected, found, bartered, given to me by friends. You know, the things we gather about us as we pass through life, mementoes, treasures, things taken care of for a friend, things inherited from maiden aunts.’

‘But everything you’ve got is stuff I’ve written down in my journal,’ said Peter. ‘Even the cat’s eye poker and the funny teapot.’

‘Really?’ said Foreclaw. He pulled Peter close and whispered in his ear, ‘All I can say at this moment is that everything we see is a reflection of something else. You know. Every image has a mirror image and no matter how closely you think you have looked at something, there is always something else hidden inside it.’

There was obviously more to Foreclaw than met the eye. Something about him just didn’t add up. He seemed friendly and hospitable, a harmless old man almost, but Peter knew there were things he wasn’t telling them. He hadn’t seemed the slightest bit surprised when Peter told him about the list in his journal, and if someone could only travel between the two worlds once, how come Foreclaw had got all the things that Peter had found in the hidden storerooms? It was unlikely that there were two of everything, one in this world and one in Peter’s, but even if that was the case, it still didn’t explain how Foreclaw had the same things. Only someone who had read Peter’s journal could know about them.

Festival came back in with a basket of logs, which Foreclaw put on the fire. Seeing Peter was awake, she went over and sat on the arm of his chair and stroked his hair.

‘Are you feeling better?’ she said.

‘I think so,’ said Peter, blushing. He’d never had his head stroked by a girl before, apart from his mother, and that was different. ‘It seems to have stopped hurting a bit.’

‘So what can we do?’ said Festival, turning to Foreclaw.

The old man stared into the fire and drank his tea that was now thick with bits of wet biscuit that had fallen into his mug.

‘There is one chance to resolve this problem,’ he said eventually. ‘Though chance is too optimistic a word for there is no concrete evidence that the one person who might have an answer even exists. I have lived more years than most, apart from those who have read the book, of course, and in all my long life I have never met anyone who has seen the one of whom I speak.’


‘Who?’ said Peter and Festival in unison.

‘The Ancient Child, of course,’ said Foreclaw. ‘Bathline told you to find him and that is what you must do, even without the book.’

‘Isn’t the Ancient Child just a fairy story?’ said Festival. ‘My mum and dad used to tell me stories about him when I was ill in bed.’

‘The thing about myths and fairy stories,’ said Foreclaw, ‘is that it’s almost impossible to know which bits are true and which are not. It’s a matter of faith, I suppose. If you believe something strongly enough, then maybe that’s enough to make it true. I myself do not believe that – I need proof – but many, many people do. One man’s truth is another man’s fairy story.’

‘Well, how can our only chance be the Ancient Child,’ said Festival, ‘if no one knows if he’s real or where to find him?’

‘If he is anywhere,’ said Foreclaw, ‘he will be on the island. Were he anywhere else, I would know of it.’

‘The island?’ said Festival, looking scared.

‘Go to the boatsheds,’ said Foreclaw. ‘There is someone there who may be able to help you. If anyone can, that is.’

‘Who is he?’ said Peter.

‘His name is Earshader,’ said Foreclaw. ‘Just ask for the blind man.’


‘Blind?’ said Festival. ‘If he’s blind he’s not likely to have seen the Ancient Child, is he?’

‘Who knows?’ said Foreclaw. ‘Maybe seeing the Ancient Child is what made him blind. Or maybe you need to be blind before you can see him.’

‘Oh.’

‘He is deaf too. Nor can he speak.’

‘And he’s our best chance of finding the Ancient Child, who might not even exist?’ said Peter. ‘You don’t think not looking for him might be easier?’

‘Of course it would,’ said Foreclaw. ‘But easier gets you nowhere. You know that.’

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Festival. ‘I know that.’

‘Besides,’ Foreclaw added, ‘he is your only chance so he is also your best chance.’

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Festival. ‘So remind me now. Um, I’ve sort of forgotten, how do we get back down?’

‘In the buckets,’ said Foreclaw. ‘Come with me.’

‘Yes, yes, of course, the buckets,’ said Festival, nodding in agreement.

Even in his semi-delirious state, Peter could tell the little girl hadn’t the faintest idea how to get down or what the buckets were.

They went back out onto the balcony, where the old man gave them a coil of rope with a bucket at each end.


‘I would guess,’ said Foreclaw to Festival, ‘that if you carry the cat you will weigh exactly the same as Peter.’

He swung one end of the rope and a bucket over the handrail and continued, ‘The Caretaker gets into the bucket and I will lower you down to the bottom level. When you get there, fill the bucket with your exact weight in fish. The visitor climbs into the second bucket. The Caretaker removes one fish – I prefer mackerel – and the visitor goes down. The fish comes up.’

‘Is it safe?’ said Peter. He’d had enough of not being safe for quite a while.

‘Well now,’ said Foreclaw, ‘safety is a relative thing. Would you prefer to go back down through the galleries, where Throatgall will be waiting for you?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Peter.

‘Then it is safe,’ said Foreclaw. ‘Oh, and you better remove a second fish, a small one, to balance the missing finger.’

‘Dinner goes by in a bucket,’ said Throatgall as Festival descended past the eleventh level. ‘Soon fish will come and the boy too. Happy days are here again, yet without mother to share the flesh, life has lost it some of its sweetness, though nothing that a dash of chocolate sauce won’t fix.’

He tried to reach out for the rope, but he was too weak from fighting to make a serious attempt at grabbing it.

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Not chocolate sauce. Small boy will taste sweeter with caramel topping.’

When she reached the bottom, Festival ran down to the water and bought her weight in mackerel from a fisherman. They carried it together and put it in the bucket. She removed one large and one small fish, gave them to Archimedes, and Peter began to float slowly down.

This time Throatgall was waiting. The vile creature was perched on the balcony handrail and as Peter approached he stretched out for the rope. But there was blood running into his eyes and the rope was just that bit too far out of reach. He waved his hands in the air, made one final lunge and lost his balance.

He fell past the galleries, screaming vile obscenities at the world. On the bottom gallery, between the boatsheds, was a small chapel with a needle-sharp turret that pierced Throatgall right through the heart. Screaming one last blasphemy, he died, his blood running down the chapel roof, and out through a laughing gargoyle into the sea.

By the time Peter and his bucket reached the bottom gallery, a group of scraggy vultures had begun to strip the flesh from Throatgall’s bones.


‘We’ll go to my house,’ said Festival, helping Peter out of the bucket and trying not to look at the vultures.

‘What about Earshader?’ said Peter.

‘We’ll find him in the morning,’ said Festival. ‘I think you should go to bed and sleep.’

‘I suppose,’ said Peter. ‘I don’t trust Foreclaw,’ he added as the two children went back up to the fifth gallery, where Festival lived. ‘I’m sure he knows heaps more than he’s telling us.’

‘Everyone thinks he’s the wisest person who ever lived, but I think he’s scary,’ said Festival.

‘Who’s Darkwood?’ said Peter. ‘The Three Wise Men and Foreclaw mentioned him. Who’s he?’

‘I never thought he was real,’ said Festival. ‘I thought he was like the Ancient Child, just a made-up scary person grown-ups use to make their kids do stuff, but it sounds like he really exists.’

‘I don’t like the sound of him,’ said Peter. ‘I mean, even his name sounds evil.’

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Festival. ‘But I suppose tomorrow we’d better go and find Earshader and see if he can help us. It’s not as if we’ve got any other choices.’

‘No, not really,’ said Peter. ‘I want to ask you something.’

‘What?’ said Festival. ‘Are you feeling okay?’

‘Hand hurts,’ said Peter. ‘Do you know where my father is?’


As he asked the question, he felt his heart begin to race again. He felt very confused. He wanted to meet his father, but he was scared. He had never seen him, he had vanished before Peter had been born, and the thought of actually meeting him was scary, but a kind of scary that was hard to resist.

‘Well, I know which house he used to live in,’ said Festival. ‘Do you want me to take you there?’

‘Doesn’t he live there anymore?’ said Peter.

Festival looked embarrassed and wouldn’t let Peter catch her eye. Something wasn’t right and Peter felt frightened. Foreclaw had said his father was there but now it seemed like he might not be. The worst thought in Peter’s head was that his father might have found out he was coming and run away again. That would mean it was Peter’s fault he had run away the first time.

He stopped by a bench outside one of the books and sat down feeling desolate. He took his father’s broken watch out of his pocket. The case was still battered. The strap was still broken but now the watch itself was working. The second hand moved steadily round, and when he held it to his ear, Peter could hear it ticking like a tiny heartbeat.

The noise made him feel a little better. He started to cry, no noise just silent tears so that Festival didn’t notice at first.


‘It’s started working,’ he said.

Festival put her arm round his shoulder again, but said nothing.

‘I do want to see my dad’s house,’ said Peter, getting up. ‘Come on.’

‘Okay,’ said Festival.

They walked round the dark gallery until they were almost opposite Festival’s house.

‘That’s it,’ said Festival, stopping outside a dog-eared book.

‘Do you think he knows I’m here?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Festival, looking away so Peter couldn’t catch her eye.

‘Do you know where he’s gone?’ said Peter.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ said Festival. ‘But this is where he used to live.’

Although the house looked almost derelict, there was a light in the window. Now he was there, outside the actual door where his father used to live, Peter wanted to run away.

Festival turned and hurried off, saying, ‘I’ll come back for you in an hour.’

Peter stood looking at the door. Festival had said it was the house where his father used to live, not where he lived now, but he was still nervous.

‘Don’t be such a coward,’ he said to himself, and banged on the door.
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Footsteps approached, the handle turned and the door opened. There was a little girl about five years old standing there.

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Who are you?’

‘Peter.’

‘I’m Victoria. I’m five,’ said the little girl. ‘How old are you?’

‘Ten.’

Behind Victoria a woman came down the hall. She was about the same age as Peter’s mother and there was something about her that made him think he’d seen her before, though he couldn’t pinpoint where.


‘Who is it?’ she said.

‘Peter,’ said Victoria, ‘and he’s ten and he’s got a bandage on his hand.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Peter. ‘I think I’ve got the wrong house.’

‘No, you haven’t,’ said the woman. ‘But I didn’t think you’d be here till next week. Come in.’

‘But –’

‘It’s okay. Come in.’

She led Peter down the corridor into a room overflowing with furniture. Peter wanted to run. He felt frightened, though he couldn’t say why. The woman turned, took his hand and pulled him into the room.

‘Your father isn’t here,’ she said. ‘I suppose you know that already.’

‘Yes,’ said Peter softly.

Victoria grabbed Peter’s other hand and pulled him over to the sofa.

‘You can sit here,’ she said.

‘How is Len … ?’ the woman started then, correcting herself, said, ‘Your grandfather. How is he?’

‘What?’ Peter began.

He could not stop looking at Victoria. Like her mother, Peter was sure he’d seen her before, but unlike her mother, he knew where. She was him. He saw her face every time he looked in the mirror. Her eyes were the colour of his, her hair too, and the way it fell on her forehead. He was a boy and she was a girl but, nevertheless, she was him five years earlier.

The sudden realisation was terrible. Victoria had to be his sister. But his father had left them ten years ago.

No.

The woman was Victoria’s mother.

No, no, not possible, except there she was, and now Peter couldn’t see either of them properly because his eyes were full of tears.

He pulled his hand away from the little girl’s and ran out of the room. In the blur, he knocked a table over and heard glass break as he ran towards the front door with the mother and daughter calling out to him. He ran round the gallery seeing nothing. People stood aside as he passed them. Some smiled and tried to talk to him but he was crying so hard he couldn’t see them. He ran up stairs and more stairs until he was back on the ninth level. It was a gloomy place, the perfect place for misery. His heart was beating hard and he was out of breath. He could run no further. He sat on the step in front of a boarded-up door and wept.

It seemed like his father had vanished again. So maybe it was children that made him run. First Peter and now Victoria.


Never in his saddest dreams had Peter imagined this. The book, the Ancient Child, his father, and even his grandfather’s illness, were all too much. He wanted to go home and curl up in his own bed with Archimedes on the pillow and go to sleep. Maybe he’d wake up and everything would be like it used to be.

There had to be a way back. There just had to be. If only he’d paid more attention to the door he’d come through.

This was the level he’d arrived on. At least he could remember that. He got up and started to walk round the gallery looking at the books for something that might remind him where he’d come in.

‘There you are,’ said Festival. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you.’

Peter stared up at her and felt uncontrollable waves of unhappiness drowning him.

‘I went to your father’s house, but there was no one in,’ said the girl, and seeing Peter close to tears, she added, ‘What’s the matter?’

Peter told her what had happened.

‘It doesn’t work living in dreams,’ said Festival. ‘I know everyone does it, but most of the time, it just makes you unhappy.’

‘But, he’s even got another wife,’ cried Peter.

‘I didn’t know,’ said Festival. ‘But hey, that means you’ve got a sister.’


‘But –’

‘That’s something good, isn’t it?’ said the girl. ‘Look, stand still, I can’t concentrate.’

‘I’m trying to find the door,’ said Peter. ‘I want to go home.’

‘There isn’t a door,’ said Festival.

‘There must be. I came through it.’

‘Well, it’s not a door that opens and shuts with hinges and a handle.’

Peter stopped walking. He felt the tears coming back, but forced them down. He didn’t want a girl to see him crying again.

‘You can’t go back. You know that,’ said Festival, touching him on the arm. ‘At least not the way you came.’

‘What about the doors? I mean, the reading room’s got doors on each level that go into the Stacks and the big doors on the ground floor that go back into the rest of the museum. What about them?’

‘The stacks? What are they?’

‘It’s where they keep all the other books,’ Peter explained. ‘There are millions of them, a thousand times as many as there are in here.’

‘You mean there are millions of people living out there like us?’

‘No. It’s not like here. The books are just books. No one lives inside them. I mean, they’re small. You can hold them in your hand.’

‘There aren’t any doors,’ Festival said. ‘I’ll show you.’

They walked all the way round the ninth gallery and the one below, and she was right. The only doors were those that led into the book houses.

Peter stopped and sat down on a step. He turned away wiping his eyes on his sleeve and trying to hide his face from Festival. She put her arm round his shoulder and the two of them sat side by side in silence, Peter too miserable to speak and Festival not sure what to say.

‘What about the big doors on the ground floor?’ Peter asked, but he knew the answer. If they were still there, which he doubted, they’d be at the bottom of the lake that now covered the whole floor.

‘There has to be a way back,’ said Peter. ‘There has to be.’

‘No there isn’t,’ said Festival. ‘Don’t you think if there was, everyone would know about it?’

‘But Foreclaw said that Darkwood knows,’ said Peter.

‘I know he did,’ said Festival, ‘but he also said he didn’t know how to find him.’

They fell silent again but the simple fact that Festival was there made Peter feel better. He wanted to thank her, but he felt too shy.


‘How’s your hand?’ said Festival.

‘It hurts,’ said Peter.

‘Come on then,’ said Festival, ‘we’ll go to my house and get some painkillers and some food. My dad might know what we should do.’

They got up and walked down to the fifth gallery, where Festival lived with her parents in a well-used book in the cookery section called ‘Quiches of the Rich and Famous’. There was a new blue plaque above the door which said ‘Caretaker’s House’. As they got there, Festival stopped and put her face in her hands.

‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘My mum’s going to kill me.’

‘Why?’ said Peter.

‘Because of your hand, because we went up to the top gallery,’ said Festival. ‘They’ll go absolutely crazy.’

Now it was her turn to start crying, but before she could, Peter put his hands on her shoulders and said, ‘Look, it’s okay. It’s not your fault I got my finger bitten off.’

‘Yes it is. We shouldn’t have gone up there.’

‘I’ll say it was my idea,’ said Peter.

‘They won’t believe it,’ said Festival. ‘Anyway, I’m supposed to look after you, so I should have stopped you.’

‘No, look, it’ll be all right,’ said Peter. ‘I’ll say it was my idea and you tried to stop me but I wouldn’t listen to you.’

‘Listen to what?’ said a man’s voice.

It was Festival’s father, who had come up behind them as they stood on the doorstep.

‘Um, er …’ Festival began.

‘I wouldn’t listen to her when she told me we weren’t allowed to go up there,’ Peter said, pointing to the roof.

‘Really?’ said Festival’s father.

‘Yes,’ said Peter. ‘I didn’t know. I mean, I don’t live here, so how could I?’

It was obvious to both the children that Festival’s father didn’t believe him, but he opened the door and they followed him inside.

Festival’s mother didn’t believe them either but neither adult was prepared to call the children liars so they got away with it and any telling off and punishment that they might have got was overshadowed by Peter’s hand. Festival’s mother was so taken up with seeing to it that she didn’t think to ask how he’d actually lost his finger.

As she unwrapped the bandages Foreclaw had wrapped around Peter’s hand, he felt himself beginning to faint again. The gold had stopped the bleeding but now the pain came back with a vengeance. Festival’s mother made him sit with his head between his knees while she washed the dried blood away.

Festival’s little brother, Orleans, stood watching wide-eyed with a hundred questions, but Festival hurried him out of the room and put him to bed.

‘Leave the gold,’ Peter whispered.

‘I need to clean the wound,’ said the woman.

‘But you mustn’t touch the gold,’ Peter insisted. ‘Just clean round it.’

When his hand had been wrapped up again in clean bandages and his arm put in a sling, the pain became more bearable. The two children went to the back of the house where Festival’s father was baking quiches.

‘What are we supposed to do?’ Festival asked him after they had told him about Peter arriving too early. ‘It’s my fault, isn’t it? I’m his Caretaker and I’ve mucked it all up.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ said Peter. ‘If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. I was supposed to bring the book and I didn’t.’

‘We went and saw Foreclaw and –’

‘My goodness, child, anyone could have been up there,’ said her father. ‘It’s where all the villains and devils go to hide. Not to mention the giant rats.’

‘You didn’t see any rats, did you?’ said her mother, who had followed them into the bakery.


‘No, we didn’t see anything,’ Peter lied.

‘There’s all sorts of terrible things up there,’ said Festival’s father. ‘It’s a miracle you didn’t get killed, and what about your hand?’

‘What did Foreclaw have to say?’ said Festival’s mother, giving the children a chance to avoid talking about Throatgall, which they leapt on.

‘He said we had to find the Ancient Child,’ said Peter.

‘Yes, exactly,’ Festival added quickly, ‘The Ancient Child. Do you know where he is?’

‘But no one thinks he’s real,’ said Festival’s mother. ‘He’s what parents use to make naughty children behave. You know, stop that or the Ancient Child will come and get you.’

‘Did Foreclaw say he was real?’ said Festival’s father.

‘No,’ said Festival. ‘He said he had no proof he was real at all, but he said our only chance was to try and find him.’

‘And did Foreclaw tell you that no one has ever brought the book here?’ said Festival’s father.

‘What?’ said both children in unison.

‘Well, there’s been over thirty visitors come here in the past four centuries. There’s very few come in my lifetime. Only two or maybe three as I can remember. And not a single one of them has brought the book with them.’


‘You mean, everyone’s come too early?’ said Peter.

‘No, some came too early. Some came too late. Some probably came exactly when they were supposed to,’ said Festival’s father, ‘but whichever way round it was, they never had the book. Something or someone always made sure of that.’

‘So, it’s not my fault?’ said Festival.

‘No, my love, nor Peter’s.’

‘And no one has ever managed to find a way back to fetch it?’ said Peter.

‘No one,’ said Festival’s father. ‘Not just not found their way back to fetch it, but not found their way back at all. They’re all still here.’

He leant forward and put his hands on Peter’s shoulders.

‘Your father was the last one to come here,’ he said, ‘but you know that.’

‘I don’t like this now,’ said Festival. ‘I don’t want to be a Caretaker anymore.’

They decided to sleep on it. Maybe the night’s dreams would bring them an idea, though it seemed unlikely.

Peter, upstairs in the spare bedroom, was desperate to sleep after his terrible ordeal, but the mad jumble inside his head kept him awake. The world inside and out fell silent, broken only around 2 am by Orleans calling out in his sleep. A door opened, followed by soft footsteps and voices as Festival’s mother comforted the boy back to sleep.

The more Peter thought about things, the more confused he became.

If there is no way to go backwards and forwards between the two, he thought, who knows when a visitor and a Caretaker are born at the same time? Who knows there is even going to be a visitor? And, if they always arrive without the book, why do they come at all?

It was obvious that there were things that he wasn’t being told, but he couldn’t decide if it was because they were being kept secret or because they just hadn’t found the right person to ask.

Whatever secrets were being kept, there seemed to be two forces at work. One who wanted the book to get to the Ancient Child and make everything right again, and one who wanted things to stay exactly as they were. Peter, who had never had a real need to question things before, found himself thinking about everything from a new perspective. It seemed now that nothing could be taken at face value, not even faces, and you had to question everything.

Even the very basic things of life, like his grandfather.

Peter felt a tiny disturbing thought growing that maybe the old man knew a lot more than he had revealed. Maybe he even knew that his own son had come into this world. Peter tried to push the thought away because it brought an even darker thought.

Maybe his grandfather wasn’t even ill. Maybe he’d been pretending to set Peter on the journey that had brought him here.

No, it was impossible. There was no way he could be cruel enough to pretend to Peter he was ill, just to make him do something. Surely he and Peter were close enough that the old man could have told him the truth.

Peter felt as if the inside of his head was spinning faster and faster until it would burst open.

It was just all the painkillers Festival’s mother had given him, making him think crazy thoughts. His grandfather was the very foundation of his world. If Peter couldn’t believe in him one hundred per cent, what could he believe in? He began to feel very alone.

At last sleep too deep for dreams overtook him.

Except there was a dream, though when he thought about it later, Peter wasn’t sure if it had been a dream or real. No, real wasn’t the right word, because there are dreams that can be as real as being wide awake.

In the quiet hour when only owls are awake, Peter woke up. There was someone in the room.


It was too dark to see anyone, nor did the intruder make any noise, but Peter could sense something else in the room. He held his breath and listened.

Nothing.

And then the voice.

I will see you in the encyclopaedia, it said, and then it was gone.

Peter called out but there was no one there.
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Very early the next morning, while everyone else was still asleep, Festival crept into Peter’s room and shook him. She put a finger to her mouth to tell Peter to stay quiet and nodded towards the door. As the two children left the room, Archimedes opened one eye and then went back to sleep. They tiptoed downstairs, opened the door in silence and left.

‘I don’t want to tell Mum where we’re going,’ she explained as they went down to the first level to look for Earshader, ‘otherwise she would try and stop us.’

‘Where’s the encyclopaedia?’ Peter asked.


‘What encyclopaedia?’ said Festival.

‘They didn’t say,’ said Peter. ‘They just said they would see me in the encyclopaedia.’

‘Who did?’

Peter told Festival about the voice.

‘It was probably just a weird dream,’ she said. ‘Probably didn’t mean anything.’

‘I suppose,’ said Peter.

‘One of our dreams is about an encyclopaedia,’ said Festival. ‘Maybe now you’re here, you’re going to start having our dreams.’

‘What’s the dream about?’

‘Well, it’s like you’re in a long deep canyon, but instead of rocks the walls are made of massive books, thousands and thousands of them that are the biggest encyclopaedia ever created, fifty million times bigger than the Encyclopaedia Britannica. And you walk down the bottom of the canyon, along the river, trying to find the book that’s got a special word in it, and you can never find it, and the canyon goes on and on forever, and you never reach the letter you’re looking for, and –’

‘No, it wasn’t like that,’ said Peter. ‘It was just a voice. That’s all.’

As they went down to the next level, Festival pointed towards the middle of the circular lake, where a forest of clouds hung over the water, and said, ‘The Ancient Child is supposed to live out there. That’s the island.’

‘Well, hasn’t anyone been to see?’ said Peter.

‘No. No one will go near the island. It’s haunted. I mean, look, you can’t even see it.’

‘The clouds must go away sometimes.’

‘No. They just go round and round in a circle,’ said Festival. ‘Boats that go in are supposed to never come out again. Some people say there isn’t even an island there, just the clouds.’

‘Yes, there is,’ said Peter. ‘When I got here, I saw it.’

‘Really? Wow,’ said Festival. ‘You’re the only person I know who’s ever seen it. Maybe you were meant to see it.’

‘What?’ said Peter.

‘You know, maybe you were meant to see it, because you have to go there,’ said Festival.

Festival had grown up with the fear of the forest of clouds in the middle of the lake. As Peter’s Caretaker, she couldn’t refuse to go there with him, but she hoped they wouldn’t be able to find Earshader, or if they did, that he would refuse to take them. But she knew that if that happened, Peter would simply wait until dark and steal a boat.

Peter went down the iron steps to the next gallery and Festival followed him. The top of the morning mist hung round their feet as they walked to the next staircase and down to water level.

Round the bottom gallery, the books were frayed and peeling, the result of years of exposure to the damp air that rose from the lake. The gold ink had disappeared from the embossed spines, the leather grown faded and green with mould. The windows were dull, hidden beneath layers of dust and cobwebs. The people who lived inside the books knew there was no point in cleaning the glass because it would just be dirty again a few days later. It was a clammy place where rumours grew until they became real. The whole level smelt of neglect and decay, yet there was an exciting atmosphere that is always present by the sea. Among the narrow jetties and wharves there was the possibility of the unexpected, the chance of a boat carrying you off to the sort of place you only ever read about in books.

Along the edge of the water were rows of wooden boathouses, looking as if they were on the verge of collapse. The planks were green with mould. Between each building, a narrow walkway led down to the water, where boats of every shape and size were tied up. Most of the walkways tilted at dangerous angles as the posts that supported them gradually sank deeper into the mud at the bottom of the lake. There was a constant buzz of activity as boats arrived and left. Boxes of fish were being unloaded. People and parcels loaded. Strange cargoes hidden in canvas were carried into dark warehouses where the doors shut quickly behind them.

People from Festival’s level thought the water level was a smelly, damp place, somewhere you only went when you wanted to buy fish, but Peter was enchanted. It looked like the old painting his grandfather had hanging above the fire back in their apartment. Peter had often sat in front of the burning logs on a cold winter’s night and looked at it. The flickering flames and the heat always sent him into a beautiful half-asleep place where he could imagine himself inside the painting. The water would appear to move and the smell of the sea would drift into his head. Now he really was inside the picture and it was so similar to the old painting that they had to be the same place. The warm relaxed feeling began to creep over him and he would have happily just wandered about for hours, if Festival hadn’t nudged him.

‘What is it?’ she said.

‘Nothing,’ he said, returning to reality.

Festival could sense a great sadness coming over Peter. It was coming over her too. It was a comforting sadness, a feeling that was dangerous yet bound the two of them together. Maybe sharing their birthdays had something to do with it, some sort of invisible force that had touched them both at exactly the same second of their birth.

Festival wanted to put her arms round Peter and hold him tight, but she felt too shy.

Everywhere he looked Peter saw people hurrying about their business, their eyes fixed firmly on the ground to avoid the children’s faces. They all knew why the two of them were there and didn’t want to get involved. Festival stopped some of them but each one shook their head and pointed along the dock.

‘I told you,’ she said. ‘No one will go.’

‘Come on, it’s just old wives’ tales,’ said Peter, ‘stupid stories. Grown-ups will believe anything like that. It makes them feel safe.’

‘They’re scared. They think it’s haunted,’ said Festival. ‘They think if they go near the island their boats will sink.’

‘What about Earshader?’ said Peter.

‘He’s supposed to be along at the end on the last jetty,’ said Festival, hoping the old man wouldn’t be there.

But he was.

At the end of the last jetty, he was sitting on a wooden chair smoking a pipe with Archimedes curled up on his lap. He seemed to be staring out across the water, but if he really was deaf, dumb and blind, he would be seeing nothing except old memories inside his head. Beside him, his boat sat silent and empty, looking frail enough to fall apart and sink below the slightest wave.

During his explorations of the museum’s hidden places, Peter had grown used to Archimedes popping up in unexpected places. It had always been like that, right from when he had been little, so seeing the cat now came as no surprise to Peter, though Festival looked very surprised to see him.

‘Will you take us to the island?’ she said.

The old man said nothing. He seemed quite unaware that the two children were there. Festival waved her hand in front of his face, but he was unaware of that too.

‘It’s true then,’ she said. ‘He is deaf, dumb and blind.’

‘So how do we speak to him?’

‘Like this,’ said Festival.

She lifted the old man’s hand, opened his fingers and began writing in his palm. Earshader turned his sightless eyes towards them and nodded. From the expression on his face, Peter felt Earshader had been expecting them. The old man stood up, carrying Archimedes in his arms, and without missing a step led them onto his boat. He untied the ropes, and as they drifted away from the dock, he raised the sail. He wet his finger, held it up in the air and steered the boat towards the clouds.

‘How does he know where to go?’ said Peter.

‘I suppose he can sense where it is,’ said Festival. ‘They say he was born there, the only person anyone knows who was, so I suppose it’s imprinted on his soul.’

‘Like salmon swimming thousands of miles across the ocean back to the same creek where they were born,’ said Peter.

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Festival.

A lazy breeze lifted the sail and they began to drift towards the island.

At first the children sat silently side by side in the front of the boat, neither of them knowing what to say and each deep in their own thoughts. Peter kept seeing his grandfather sitting white-faced on the kitchen floor holding his chest and looking scared. Staying inside the library forever was just not an option. He had to find his way back and he had to help his grandfather.

‘How’s your hand?’ said Festival.

‘It’s like a dull throbbing,’ said Peter.

‘It’s not bleeding anymore though, is it?’

‘No,’ said Peter. ‘I suppose it could have been worse.’

‘I suppose.’


‘I mean, if it had been my thumb, I wouldn’t be able to pick things up properly.’

‘Yes,’ said Festival. ‘It could have been worse.’

She moved closer to Peter and took his bandaged hand in hers.

‘Sorry,’ she said quietly.

‘Why?’

‘Well, you know. I shouldn’t have taken you up there. I’m probably the worst Caretaker there’s ever been.’

‘No you’re not,’ said Peter.

‘I bet no one else has had their finger bitten off before,’ said Festival.

‘That wasn’t your fault,’ said Peter. ‘We had to go and see Foreclaw.’

‘I suppose.’

‘Anyway, you stopped it bleeding. You know,’ Peter said, blushing and looking down at his feet, ‘you saved my life.’

‘Thank you,’ said Festival and kissed him on the cheek, which made him blush even more.

They fell silent. Peter felt a long way from the comforts of home. He’d spent all his remembered life in a world of gentle security and none of it was with him here in this old boat drifting slowly across this unreal lake. He felt himself choking up inside. He was glad Festival was there.


‘Tell me about Outside,’ she said, seeing Peter’s sadness and trying to think of something to take his mind off it.

‘How do you mean?’ said Peter, thankful for the distraction.

‘Well in here, you can see the whole world,’ said Festival. ‘If you go up to the ninth gallery when the clouds aren’t too tall, you can see right across to the other side. I can see the roof and the high windows where the sunshine comes in. It’s the whole world. I can see all of it.’

‘But it isn’t, though, is it?’ said Peter. ‘What about outside the windows? That’s outside.’

‘Yes, but that’s just the sky, nothing else,’ said Festival. ‘It’s just like a big blanket over the roof.’

‘No it’s not,’ said Peter. ‘It goes on forever. The only way you could see all of it would be to go up in a spaceship, and even then you’d only be able to see a bit of it. There would be billions of miles of space all around you.’

‘I’d hate that,’ said Festival, ‘not knowing what’s there.’

‘But if we didn’t have the sky,’ said Peter, ‘we would all be dead. The sun’s up there and it’s where the rain comes from. I mean, how do you get rain in here?’

‘We don’t.’


‘You have to,’ said Peter. ‘How does the grass grow?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Festival. ‘Every morning when we wake up, the grass is wet.’

‘So it must rain.’

‘I thought the grass sort of sweated in the night.’

Peter gave her a sideways look. The idea was so ridiculous, he thought she was teasing him to try and cheer him up, but if she was it didn’t show on her face.

‘And what about the museum?’ she said. ‘Tell me about that.’

He told her how the museum made him feel secure the same way the library did for her. They both had boundaries you could see.

‘It makes you feel safe,’ he said. ‘Even when I go into the corridors and all the storerooms, and the boundaries seem to go on and on, even then I know I’m still inside my own world.’

‘I wouldn’t want to live on the Outside,’ said Festival.

‘But it’s got a kind of magic too,’ said Peter. ‘Because there’s always the chance something wonderful might happen.’

‘Yes, but something terrible could happen too,’ said Festival. ‘I’d rather be here, where you can see everything.’


‘Yes,’ said Peter, holding up his bandaged hand, ‘but there’s bad stuff here too.’

‘But here, we know where it is,’ said Festival. ‘You just don’t go to the top galleries.’

Peter knew what she meant. His safe world was inside the museum and his upper galleries were the world outside it. Although most of him never wanted to leave his beloved museum, even for an hour, he also knew that out there in the larger world, anything could happen. The museum was safe and secure but sometimes that could take away the chance of magic.

Except that now, more magic than he could ever have imagined was happening right inside the museum.

Then Festival asked him about school, because she had never been. Where she lived, your parents and older brothers and sisters and maybe cousins or people next door taught you everything you needed to know. She found the idea of going to another place with strangers and people you might not even like, to be taught things, very odd. For Peter, of course, it was perfectly normal, though he had to admit, he wasn’t as happy at school as he was back in the museum. He liked the idea of staying at home learning everything from your family, except his mother was busy all day, so that only left his grandfather.


‘I haven’t got any brothers or sisters,’ he said. ‘There’s only my mum and grandfather.’

‘Don’t you get lonely?’ said Festival.

‘I suppose so,’ said Peter. ‘I never thought about it before.’

‘What about cousins and aunts and uncles?’

‘No, there’s only the three of us,’ said Peter, and he realised just how lonely he was sometimes.

‘I’ve got heaps of cousins and Orleans and a big sister who’s got two children,’ said Festival.

‘I’ve got Archimedes,’ said Peter, but a cat, no matter how wise and wonderful, was not the same as having a brother or sister.

The wind dropped to no more than a breeze so the boat barely seemed to move. Peter felt as if he was getting smaller and smaller and further and further away from everything he’d ever known. He wanted to hide in his mother’s arms, have her stroke his hair and tell him everything was okay. But although she loved him, his mother wasn’t good at showing it and only cuddled him when he had hurt himself or had nightmares.

Festival moved closer to Peter and put her arm round his shoulder. Her family had no trouble showing each other how much they loved one another.

‘I’ll be your sister,’ she said, and Peter started to cry.


‘It’s all right,’ Festival added.

‘My hand’s hurting,’ said Peter, to cover up the real reason for his tears.

As they got closer to the clouds, the old man began to cry too. Silent tears ran down his face, yet his mouth smiled. He sniffed the air. Peter and Festival could smell nothing, but there was something calling Earshader, something playing old songs inside his heart. Now and then he made a small adjustment to the tiller that kept them on course.

They sailed into the wall of clouds and at first all they could see was the thick white fog on all sides. Festival tightened her grip on Peter’s shoulder. She was afraid and it was her turn to need reassurance. Further in, a dark shape began to form in front of them. Closer still and they could see a beach. Yet closer and the cloud cleared and behind the beach they could see a dense forest, and in the distance beyond the forest there were tall mountains. From above, back in the galleries, the clouds hadn’t looked that big, but the island seemed to stretch away for miles.

The boat ran onto the beach and Peter and Festival jumped out into the water. Earshader, still holding Archimedes, followed them and fell to his knees on the beach. He ran the sand through his fingers, pouring it into his pockets. He kissed the ground and lay face down on it, so still the children thought he might have died from the excitement of being back there.

Festival knelt down beside him and touched his head. Earshader sat up and wrote in the sand with his finger.


I cannot see or speak or hear

And yet, I am forever here.

As you will be, year after year.



Then he pushed the boat clear, climbed aboard and drifted back into the lake.

‘Wait!’ Festival shouted, but of course Earshader couldn’t hear her.

‘I was going to ask him to come back and get us tomorrow,’ she said as the boat drifted away.

Peter was too busy scanning the top of the beach to pay any attention.

‘I wonder where we’re supposed to go,’ he said.

At the top of the sand there was a thick forest that stretched around the bay and ended in sheer cliffs at either end. There seemed to be no gap in the trees and the only clue to where they should go were Archimedes’ footprints going in a straight line up to the trees.

Out in the water, the boat drifted slowly away into the mist and was soon out of sight.


‘If Earshader loves this island so much,’ said Peter, ‘I wonder why he doesn’t live here.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Festival. ‘But this place gives me the creeps.’

The children followed Archimedes up to the forest’s edge. There was a path leading into the trees and as they reached it, the cat, meowing loudly for the children to follow him, set off along it. Soon they were walking in the thick gloom of a dense forest. High above them in the canopy the mist cleared and the sky was blue and the sun was shining, but down on the ground it was as dark and cool as a winter’s evening. Now and then there was a gap in the branches and a long beam of sunshine shone down like a spotlight. The air was still and quiet, the kind of place where unblinking eyes might follow you as you passed, but there seemed to be no life there at all, not even insects.

They walked all morning, climbing steadily, and as they went higher, the trees grew smaller and further apart. Higher still, the trees gave way to straggling shrubs and rocks and the air began to grow cool.

‘We need to find the bell,’ said Festival.

‘What bell?’

‘The Journey Bell. We ring it and Trellis will come and take us down into the valley to the waterfall,’ she explained.


‘Trellis? Who’s Trellis?’

‘A horse.’

‘If you haven’t been here before,’ said Peter, ‘how do you know about all that?’

‘It’s in the encyclopaedia dream,’ said Festival. ‘Everyone knows it.’

‘You mean it’s a story?’ said Peter.

‘I suppose so, but everyone believes it.’

‘But you don’t know anyone who’s been here. You don’t know anyone who’s actually seen it?’

‘No, not exactly,’ said Festival.

‘What do you mean, not exactly? They’ve either seen it or they haven’t,’ said Peter.

‘We’ve all seen it,’ Festival explained, ‘in our dreams.’

‘What, everyone?’

‘Of course. We all have the same dreams.’

Peter stopped and looked at Festival.

‘You mean you all dream the same thing at the same time?’ he said.

‘I don’t know if it’s at the same time,’ said Festival, ‘but we all have the same dreams. What’s so odd about that?’

Peter thought it was very odd. He couldn’t exactly say why, because until Festival had told him, it had never occurred to him that it could happen. He was sure it didn’t happen where he came from.


‘Even the dogs?’ he said.

‘Dogs?’

‘I was wondering if your dogs and cats had the same dreams too.’

‘Don’t know,’ said Festival. ‘I wouldn’t think so. I mean, dogs probably dream about chasing cats. I wouldn’t have thought cats would have that dream.’

‘So how many different dreams do you all have?’ Peter asked.

‘Thirteen, one for each month, one for each gallery,’ said Festival. ‘There’s the one about Trellis and the bell. There’s the one about the glass bottle and the one about the great whale and the one about the giant bat and –’

‘Thirteen months?’ said Peter. ‘There aren’t thirteen months. There’s only twelve.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Festival. ‘There are thirteen.’

‘What are they, then?’ Peter asked.

‘January, February, March, April, May,’ Festival began.

‘Yes, June, July, August, September,’ Peter added.

‘Exactly,’ said Festival. ‘October, November, December, Remember.’

‘Of course I do,’ said Peter.

‘Do what?’

‘Remember,’ said Peter.

‘Remember is the last month,’ said Festival.


‘Remember’s not a month.’

‘Of course it is,’ said Festival. ‘There are twelve months thirty days long and the five days at the end of the year that are left over are called Remember. It’s when we all remember what happened in the past year, all the people who were born and all the people who died. You have to have Remember, otherwise you’d start the next year out of balance.’

‘So you’re saying that each month has its own dream?’ said Peter.

‘Of course,’ said Festival. ‘The encyclopaedia dream is May’s dream.’

Festival looked at Peter as though she thought that maybe he wasn’t as bright as he seemed. The thirteen dreams and the month of Remember were part of the basic rules of life. They weren’t opinions or facts you learned as you grew up. They were things everyone knew from the day they were born, except in Peter’s world, but Festival wasn’t to know that.

‘That’s why it’s called Remember and not Forget.’

Peter wasn’t concentrating. He’d decided there wasn’t enough room inside his head at the moment to take all this weird stuff in, not with all the other things going on.

Archimedes trotted on ahead of them up the path. As Peter watched him he wondered what sort of dreams the old cat had.

‘It should be over the next rise,’ said Festival, and it was.

The ground flattened out. They had reached the top of the hill. The path widened, and hanging from a wooden tripod was a bell. Beside the bell was the skeleton of a dead fire, a few blackened remains of branches and some burnt cloth.

And there was the encyclopaedia.

Below them the ground fell sharply away into a long narrow valley with sheer cliffs on either side, and the cliffs were like Festival’s dream, massive tall dark books, thousands and thousands of them fading away into the distance. The valley was so deep that even at midday the sun never reached the bottom. In the darkness on the valley floor Peter could see a river, half hidden by trees, and far away at the other end of the valley a brilliant waterfall poured out of a dark cave halfway up a sheer cliff.

It was exactly like the dream except the valley had an end. Festival was amazed. She had never stopped to think whether the dreams were about real things or not. They were just dreams, things that came into your head while you were asleep. When you were awake, everything was there in front of you. When you were asleep, everything was inside your head. She had never stopped to think about whether the two things were the same or not. They were just real in different ways.

Yet, there it was. The waterfall.

‘That’s where we have to go,’ said Festival, pointing at the waterfall.

‘But it’ll take forever,’ said Peter. ‘It’s miles away and how do we get down into the valley?’

‘You have to ring the bell,’ said Festival, ‘and Trellis will come.’

Peter pulled the rope that hung inside the bell ring, but it made no sound. The clapper, the piece of metal that makes the noise, was missing.

‘It’s broken,’ he said.

‘No it’s not,’ said Festival. ‘Whoever rings the bell has to bring the piece that makes it sing.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ said Peter. ‘I haven’t got anything.’

‘Empty your pockets.’

All he had were some tissues, a few coins and his father’s watch.

‘You have to use that,’ said Festival, pointing at the watch. ‘You have to use your most treasured possession.’

‘But, no –’

‘You have to or it won’t work.’

‘Couldn’t I just get a stone and tie the rope round it?’


‘No, it won’t work,’ Festival explained. ‘It has to be something that is really important to you, something you have to sacrifice.’

Peter could feel the tears coming up inside him. The watch was the only thing he had that his father had owned, the only real proof that his father had ever existed, except of course that if he hadn’t existed then neither would Peter, but the watch made his father into a real person, not just an unknown memory. Peter had only had the watch a few days and now he was going to lose it. He knew, though, that if they were to continue their journey, he must give it up, so he tied it to the bell rope. Maybe if he rang gently, the watch would be okay. Besides, the discovery of his father’s new wife and child made the watch seem less precious.

The bell sounded unlike any bell he had ever heard before. Its song floated across the open lake. Earshader, deaf, dumb and blind, felt it as it flowed over him. It filled his heart with happy memories of his childhood, memories that he had put away and forgotten many years ago. The song drifted on until it reached the jetties and the lower galleries, and everyone who heard it stopped in their tracks, frozen for a moment, until it had passed. For children it was the first time they had ever heard the sound, but even the oldest people, who had heard it several times, were moved in the same way. Though no one could say exactly why, the song of the Journey Bell was the most beautiful and perfect sound they had ever heard. Its voice was so pure it carried for miles, an enchanting song with an endless echo. It was a sound that no one hearing it would ever forget, and it was different for every person who heard it. Even Archimedes, who had been washing himself, stopped and sat perfectly still as the song surrounded him.

As the bell struck, so the watch was destroyed. Peter struggled not to cry and picked up as many pieces as he could find in the dirt and put them back in his pocket.

But the sacrifice had worked. A white horse appeared. She leaned down and nuzzled Archimedes as if the cat was an old friend, and then went over to a rock to let Peter and Festival climb onto her back. Peter climbed onto the horse’s back and took hold of her mane with his good hand while Festival climbed up behind him and put her arms round his waist. She spoke to the horse in words too soft for Peter to hear. Trellis nodded and walked to the narrow path that led down the mountain into the valley.

The path was in a terrible state. It was obvious from the branches growing across it that no one had been down there for a very long time. The horse picked her way slowly over the crumbling surface, sending large rocks crashing into the trees below. Almost all of the path disintegrated behind them. They would not be able to return this way, nor would anyone else ever be able to follow in their footsteps.

The children hung on for dear life, terrified that the horse might lose her step and send them falling to their deaths, but Trellis picked her way steadily down to the valley floor.

It grew darker. The daylight caught the tops of the mountains but down here it was all shadows. Finally the path ended and they were at the bottom. The river coming out of the trees vanished into the rocks at the foot of the cliff.

As the path continued to crumble behind them, more rocks fell into the river. Smaller rocks rolled into the gaps between the bigger ones. Then smaller ones still fell into the smaller gaps. The rocks were followed by pebbles and then gravel, until the cliff was a sheer smooth face. Fine sand and finally dust drifted down until the smallest cracks were sealed and the river had nowhere to run.

Very slowly, too slowly to notice at first, the river began to grow deeper as it crept up its banks towards the grass.

‘We better get out of here,’ said Peter.

Trellis followed the river into the forest as night arrived. The two children fell asleep, and when Trellis reached a patch of higher ground, she stopped and rested. This was to be her last journey. With the path lost forever, the valley would sink back into legend, and Trellis would spend the rest of her life in the valley.

The old horse lay down in the grass and the two children slid from her back without waking. While they slept, she thought about those she had carried down the mountain before, a mere handful in the sixty years since she had been born. The last, some ten years ago, had been a solitary man who had looked strangely like the boy that now slept with his head on her fetlocks.
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Some time after midnight, in those hours when you wake up and the clock inside your head is completely confused, a hooded figure knelt beside Peter. It placed one hand over the boy’s mouth and with the other shook him gently awake.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ whispered the figure. ‘I am here to help you. Come.’

Peter shrank back, but the figure lifted him to his feet and, still covering his mouth, took him off into the darkness. When they were far enough away to talk without waking Festival or Trellis, the figure stopped.

‘So, at last we meet in the flesh,’ said the figure. ‘I am Darkwood.’


‘Most people don’t think you exist,’ said Peter. He pushed himself back against a tree trunk, trying to see in the darkness whether there was a path he could make a quick escape down.

‘They may be right,’ said Darkwood. ‘There is no point in looking to escape. Wherever you go, I will be there before you. You see me now, so I must exist, at least at this moment, in this place.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Peter.

‘Well, I may be who I am or I may be someone else or I may be just your imagination.’

Peter had heard Darkwood’s voice before. It was the voice that had tried to make him read the book. It was the voice that had spoken as invisible hands tipped him back through the wall.

‘It was you who brought me here without the book, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Darkwood, ‘and the others before you.’

‘Why?’

‘The book changes things,’ said Darkwood. ‘I do not want change. Or rather, I did not want change. Now I have grown weary of being alone and so I have decided that change will come, but I will have control of it.’

‘But why did you bring us here at all?’

‘I did not bring you, the book did. Its power set you on this journey. For although I created the book, it has grown like a wild child and it no longer obeys me. All I could do to try and control it was bring you here early,’ Darkwood explained. ‘But now I want change and you will help me. Your father refused but he had no dying grandfather I could persuade him with.’

And seeing the fear in Peter’s eyes, he added, ‘Don’t be afraid. I am going to help you. Greatness is just around the corner.’

‘How?’

‘I shall bring you the book,’ said Darkwood.

‘You can?’ said Peter. ‘I knew there was a way back. How do we get there?’

The fear Darkwood had filled him with gave way to excitement. They were going to get the book. Everything was going to be all right.

‘You don’t,’ said Darkwood. ‘You must wait here while I go.’

‘Can’t I come with you?’ said Peter, growing afraid again.

‘No,’ said Darkwood, though he gave Peter no reason why not.

‘But do you know where the book is?’

‘Of course I do,’ said Darkwood. ‘I hear its gentle voice. It calls me from its prison inside that vile old woman’s curtain. The child calling its father. It waits hidden beneath your bed. I will bring it to you, but there is a price.’


‘A price?’

‘Of course,’ said Darkwood. ‘There is always a price. And the greater the prize, the greater the price.’

Peter said nothing. He was too scared to speak and too scared to let himself think. He didn’t have to. He already knew the price.

‘Do you want to know the price?’ said Darkwood.

‘I’ll have to read the book, won’t I?’

‘Clever boy,’ said Darkwood. ‘A child as wise as you should read the book. A child as wise as you should live forever. You will read the book and together we will accomplish many great things. Together we will put an end to all this chaos.’

‘I …’ Peter began.

‘Take a few moments to consider,’ said Darkwood. ‘Though we both know your answer, don’t we?’

‘Yes,’ said Peter softly. He saw the picture of his grandfather sitting white-faced on the floor and hung his head to hide his tears. But he also saw Bathline’s grotesque child Bardick and imagined that was how he would end up. His love for his grandfather and the terror of an endless half-life fought inside him. His heart fought his head, but he knew that no matter how long he struggled, he would eventually read the book.


‘Wait here,’ said Darkwood. ‘I will be back before dawn.’

After Darkwood had gone, Peter slumped down against a rock and stared into the darkness. Further upstream, a solitary owl called over and over again. Gradually its voice grew fainter until the only noise was the sound of the river through the trees.

Peter saw himself above the world looking down at himself sitting against a tree in the dark narrow valley between the volumes of the great encyclopaedia. He seemed so small, and the further his vision rose into the heavens, the smaller he became.

He saw a picture of one of those domes with a little world inside that you shake to make the snow fall. He was inside the dome holding another dome with a smaller world inside that. He felt trapped and helpless and it overwhelmed him.

All he wanted now was to be back in his bed in the little flat at the top of the museum, to forget about the hidden corridors and storerooms, to forget about his father, to forget about everything except the simple things of everyday life. But there was his grandfather. Without Peter’s help he would die and now Darkwood was bringing him the book. Now he would be able to make the old man well again. If he had to read the book to do it, then he would.

Archimedes came out of the darkness and curled up on his lap. As it always did when the cat came to him, his sadness lifted and he tried to find the good bits in what was happening.

Maybe it won’t be so bad, living forever, he thought.

No, it will be wonderful, said the book inside Peter’s head. Paradise, perfect paradise forever and ever and ever. The whole world and everything in it, in the palm of your hand. Together, we will be God.

He would never have to leave his beloved museum, and with endless time at his disposal he could search for the route between the two worlds, a route that Darkwood had revealed must exist.

It was a frightening thought, though. Would he end up like Bathline and her grotesque child, in a windowless room, wishing for only one thing – death?

No, not him. Bathline was old when she read the book and her child was dying, but Peter was young and healthy. He could feel the irresistible power of the book, calling to him.

He would be God.

He and Darkwood.

Archimedes looked up at him, his yellow eyes catching the faint light of the moon and magnifying it. He rubbed his head against Peter’s chin and purred as if to say, ‘No matter what happens I will always be here.’


‘Will you read the book too?’ Peter whispered.

He tried to weigh the good against the bad. Over and over again, he went through the same thoughts until, as the moon rose and its light fell into the valley, there was a disturbance in the bushes and there was Darkwood. Archimedes gave a hiss and slipped away into the darkness.

‘Here,’ he said, holding out the book.

‘I …’

‘It is too late for doubt,’ said Darkwood. ‘Besides, the contract is made. The book is here. There is no going back.’

‘I know,’ said Peter, and held out his hand.

The book was still wrapped in the strips of velvet. Peter took it. It felt alive in his hands, begging him to set it free, begging him to open it and read the words.

‘Go on,’ said Darkwood. ‘You know it is your destiny. Did not the book speak to you as I brought it here?’

‘Yes.’

‘And do you think it speaks to just anyone?’ said Darkwood. ‘It does not. It only speaks to the chosen few.’

Peter hesitated.

‘You may wait as long as you like,’ said Darkwood, ‘but you know that eventually you will read it. You know it has chosen you. You know that it is part of your destiny.’

‘I know,’ said Peter. ‘If I read it, will you show me the way back?’

‘That was not part of the deal,’ said Darkwood. ‘But if you align yourself with me, become my apprentice, then I will show you the way. We will travel between the two worlds many, many times, for they will be our worlds and all who live in them will do as we ask.’

‘I –’ Peter began.

‘Do not think to trick me,’ said Darkwood. ‘Just saying yes is not enough. You must do my bidding, obey me for ten years and a day. Then I will show you the way.’

Peter hung his head. His grandfather would probably be dead by then.

‘Tell me,’ he said. ‘Why have you changed your mind?’

‘I have gone as far as I can alone,’ said Darkwood. ‘The dreams I had have eluded me and to make them real I need allies. So now, I must share my secrets with others, others who have shown the kind of strength and determination that you have done. I offered the book to the one who came before you, but he refused. Of all the people who have come into this world you are the first with whom I could form an alliance. There may be others, but you are the first.’

Peter felt fear building up inside him. He found it hard to breathe. It was all getting too far out of control. He had agreed to read the book, but forming an alliance, whatever that meant, with this awful creature was not part of the deal.

‘We will talk more later,’ said Darkwood. ‘Now, read.’

One by one, Peter peeled away the red velvet strips until the book lay naked in his hands. He could feel its terrible power calling to him and he opened the cover.

‘Do not read it aloud,’ said Darkwood, walking away into the trees, ‘for any living thing, not just human or animal, but insects and even plants, that hears the words will live forever too.’

The moonlight seemed to gather itself into a narrow beam that shone through the branches onto the book to light the words. Peter looked up at the moon in desperation. Even that had turned against him.

Turning his face away from the book, Peter opened the cover just enough to reach inside it. His father’s photo was still there. He slipped it out and closed the cover. He could feel a force pushing back against him and a soft voice inside his head coaxing him to read the book.


He turned the photo over in the shaft of moonlight and looked into his father’s face. The eyes seemed to stare right into him, but whatever message they were trying to send him, if indeed there was a message at all, Peter couldn’t work out. He felt tears coming and quickly put the photo in his shirt pocket.

Maybe he could escape, wake Festival and the two of them run and find the Ancient Child before Darkwood could catch them. Maybe the Ancient Child would be able to fix everything without Peter having to read the book. But Peter knew Darkwood would find them before they reached the waterfall.

He sat in silence, unable to think of any other way out, knowing of course that there wasn’t one. Finally, he moved the book into the moonlight and opened the cover.

The pages were frayed at the edges and as Peter turned them, tiny flakes of paper fell into the grass. He wondered what would happen if he stopped reading halfway. Would the spell be only half complete? Would he possibly live for a hundred and fifty years and not forever? But even as he turned the next page, he knew his speculation was pointless. He knew, having read the first word, there was no way he could stop until he had read the last.


He also knew that reading the first word was all it took. By the time he read the second, he had become immortal. Reading the rest was merely a ritual.

From this moment on, he would live forever.
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As it grew light, the valley filled with a carpet of mist. It made the air damp and cold. Archimedes was not there. Peter walked back to the river and washed his face. As he knelt by the water he realised how little thought they had given to their journey. They had brought nothing, no food, no spare clothes, no map if one even existed. He washed his face in the river, cupped his hands and drank some water.

During the night the river had followed them up the valley. It had crawled between the blades of grass, long narrow fingers of water that twisted and turned across the earth and vanished into dry cracks. The earth had drunk the river until it was full, then the cracks had closed, the fingers joined and the water had formed a lake at the foot of the cliff, a lake that was growing forever deeper and deeper.

Peter walked back to where Festival lay asleep, cradled into Trellis’s flank. The horse looked up as Peter appeared. He noticed her tilt her head very slightly and stare at him with a strange expression. He sat down beside Trellis and stroked her head. She nuzzled against his shirt where the book was hidden. A look of fear came into her eyes and she pulled back.

Peter thought also about when he would tell Festival what had happened or if he would tell her at all. Maybe he was supposed to keep it all a secret, though Darkwood hadn’t said he should.

As Trellis moved to get to her feet, Festival woke up.

‘I’m hungry,’ she said. ‘We should have brought some food with us.’

‘I suppose,’ said Peter.

‘Well, aren’t you hungry too?’ said Festival.

He wasn’t, but he couldn’t tell her why. If you are immortal, it means nothing can kill you, which means that even if you never eat again, you will not die. You will grow thin. You might grow ill, but you will survive. People who had read the book and felt its curse had thought starvation would set them free, but it didn’t.


There seemed to be nothing to eat. There were no berries growing here. There were no mushrooms in the damp places where mushrooms would normally grow. Festival picked a thick piece of grass and chewed the end to try and calm her hunger. Maybe there would be something further up the path.

Trellis, who had been eating the lush grass around their camp site, went down to the river and drank. She then came over and stood beside them, ready to take them further up the valley.

‘Even the horse is better organised than we are,’ said Festival as Trellis carried them through a stand of oak trees.

The path grew narrower until Trellis had to watch her every step to keep from slipping into the river. Peter and Festival, riding on her back, could reach out and touch the great books that rose up on their left and vanished in the low clouds that hung over the top of the valley. There were no doors or windows in these books, just cracks lined with lichen and moss. The river, squeezed between the narrowing walls, ran faster and faster. The noise of the rushing water drowned out every other sound, making it impossible for the two children to speak to each other. So they retreated into their thoughts.

It was only a few hours since he had read the book. With every jolt of Trellis’s feet, Peter felt it move beneath his shirt. It called him, telling him that he had become another page, bound forever between its ancient covers. Did every page represent someone who had read the book? Had it started off with the one single leaf, the leaf that was the Ancient Child? Peter wanted to take the book out and see if there really was a new page added after all the others. His page.

He wondered if his immortality made him seem any different. Could people tell he’d read the book?

He had wanted to tell Festival what had happened when he’d woken up, but something had stopped him. What had it been?

Shame?

Guilt?

Did he feel that by reading the book, he had somehow failed? In a way it was the opposite. Everyone, especially Festival, had been heartbroken when he had arrived without it. So he wanted to tell her it was okay. He had the book now. Everything was how it was supposed to have been.

Except he wasn’t supposed to have read it.

They came round a bend and ahead of them was the waterfall. The valley widened, worn away by the endless river that poured from the dark cave halfway up the mountain.

There appeared to be no way to reach the cave. The rock face was as smooth and sheer as glass with nowhere to get a foothold. And now with the path collapsed and the flooding river only an hour behind them, everything seemed to have been for nothing.

Festival and Trellis would drown. Peter, now he was immortal, would not. He assumed that eventually the valley would flood so deeply that its surface would reach the cave and he would be able to escape. Even if he could find a tree trunk that he and Festival could float on, she would starve to death long before the water rose high enough.

He sat down against a tree. The book was calling him, demanding to be brought out into the light. Peter wished he’d bound it up again in the velvet ribbons. At least then he would be able to hold it without the temptation of reading it again.

If you are immortal, he thought, and you read the book again, what can possibly happen?

He gripped it through his shirt, ran his fingers over the embossed ridges on its spine. He knew he had made a terrible mistake, but there was no going back. He wanted to curl up in the grass and go to sleep and forget everything, but he had made his choice and now he could never go back.

You are mine, the book said inside his head. Forever and ever and ever.

‘What’s that?’ said Festival.


‘The book.’

‘What? How … I mean –’

‘Darkwood brought it to me last night,’ said Peter.

‘You saw Darkwood?’

‘Yes. Well, no,’ said Peter. ‘I never saw his face. He was wearing a cloak with a big hood. I never actually saw him.’

‘But he said he was Darkwood?’

‘Yes.’

‘And he brought you the book?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it trying to make you read it?’ said Festival.

Peter said nothing. He took his hands away from his shirt and wrapped his arms round his knees. The tears he thought he had control over began to fall. No noise, just silent tears from a great weariness that had grown in him since reading the book. Was he tied to everyone else who had read the book? Was that it? All their never-ending sadness added to his own in a terrible pain that felt like his heart was breaking.

Festival came over and knelt in front of him. She put her hands on his shoulders and said, ‘You’ve read it already, haven’t you?’

Peter nodded.

‘Why?’


‘Darkwood said it was the price I had to pay for him bringing it to me,’ said Peter. ‘He said if I didn’t have the book, my grandfather would die. So I read it.’

‘I have to read it too,’ said Festival.

‘I know,’ said Peter, ‘or you’ll drown.’

Peter reached inside his shirt and took out the book, but something had happened. The cover wouldn’t open. Peter gripped both halves and pulled as hard as he could. The pages seemed to be stuck together and no matter what he did, he could not force them apart.

At first, he couldn’t understand it. Hadn’t the book been calling to him only a few moments before?

‘I can’t open it,’ he said.

‘Give it to me,’ said Festival.

The water rounded the last bend and was moving steadily towards them. It swallowed everything in its path. Trees fell as other trees, uprooted earlier, crashed into them. Trellis backed away towards the higher ground at the foot of the cliff, her eyes wild and her breathing full of fear.

‘How much longer do you think we’ve got?’ said Festival.

‘I don’t know,’ said Peter, ‘half an hour?’

‘I’m scared,’ said Festival. ‘It isn’t like this in the dream. The river stays still and the valley has no end.’


‘Maybe you just wake up before you reach it,’ said Peter.

‘I suppose,’ said Festival. ‘Give me the book.’

‘Darkwood said that anyone or anything that hears you read the book will live forever too,’ said Peter. ‘So read it out loud, then Trellis will be okay too.’

Festival took the book and for her it opened easily, just the same as any normal book. She turned the first page and began to read out loud.

‘All ye who read these words shall forever be …’

At first nothing happened. Peter hadn’t expected it to, not to him anyway. When he had read the book, he had been so scared, he hadn’t noticed any changes coming over him, any slowing down. Now, as he listened to Festival, his blood began to move faster and as it did so, it seemed to speed everything else up. His heartbeat, his breathing, every move he made from his fingertips to his eyelids all ran faster.

Everything within earshot of Festival was changing too. Trees that had heard the book before and been stuck in perpetual autumn now dropped their yellow leaves. Their sleeping buds burst into life with the bright green leaves of spring.

But it was the change in the river that was most dramatic.

For a brief second it stopped moving as if turned to ice, every drop of water frozen in midair. The waterfall hung like a curtain of silk. And then, very slowly at first, it began to move again. As Festival turned the pages and read on, it picked up speed. By the time she had read the last page and closed the covers, the river was running full speed again.

Except now it was running in the opposite direction.

The very first time the book had been read it had happened in exactly the same spot that Festival was now sitting. There had been no dark valley then, but a land of gentle fields with a small cave at one end where the river disappeared beneath green hills. But the reading of the book had made the river run backwards and over time it had worn the earth away, creating the deep chasm and leaving the cave halfway up a sheer cliff.

Now it was running in the direction nature had intended. It no longer poured out of the cave above them into the valley, but climbed up the sheer cliff face back into the cave. Slowly the water level began to fall. Trees that had been uprooted by the flood were carried up the mountain too.

‘Come on,’ shouted Peter as a large oak tree floated towards them. ‘Jump.’

The two children threw themselves into the branches and held on as they floated up towards the dark mouth of the cave. The huge weight of the tree fought to obey the laws of gravity. Several times they drifted backwards but inch by inch they moved up the sheer mountain until at last the great tree tipped over and they were inside the cave.

‘Where’s the book?’ Peter called out over the roar of the river.

‘I dropped it in the water when I grabbed hold of the tree,’ Festival shouted.

The tree carried them into the cave for a hundred feet or so and then stuck fast. There were flat rocks on one side of the river so the two children climbed through the branches and jumped down onto them.

They were safe and they had reached the cave.

And the book was not to be given up so easily. Somehow, the frantic thrashing of the river had wrapped the velvet ribbons back round it and thrown it out onto the same rocks that Peter and Festival were now standing on. Peter picked it up. It felt warm. He expected it to be wet through but it was perfectly dry.

The two children were not. Soaking wet and shivering with cold, they sat down exhausted. So much had happened since the blind man had brought them to the island, it felt as if it had happened weeks ago. To Peter, it seemed like months since he had last seen his mother and grandfather. He wondered if and when he would ever see them again. His injured hand had smashed against a rock as the tree carried them up the waterfall, and the pain was making him feel faint.

He felt in his pocket, but he knew before he did that the photo would be gone. He had been forced to sacrifice the watch to get into the valley and now he had given up the photo to escape. The only two things he had to remind him of his father, two things he had only possessed for such a short time, were lost forever.

‘Are you all right?’ said Festival, seeing how white he had gone.

‘I hit my hand,’ said Peter, unable to talk about the loss. ‘Feeling faint again …’

In the valley below, the river had fallen back to its original level. Soon, with the far end closed off, the water would stop running altogether. The old horse may have been trapped down there, but at least now she was safe.

The river ran slower and slower.
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Festival sat down with her back against the cave wall and put her arms round Peter. He felt himself floating off into unconsciousness again. It was almost a nice feeling, drifting away in the girl’s arms.

The two of them were soaked through and the air in the dark tunnel was cold. The cold numbed the pain in his hand and the feeling of faintness passed. The only warmth Peter could feel was where Festival was holding him. He wanted to fall asleep, but the cold was too intense for him to relax.

They got up and began to walk along the rock path into the cave. As they came round a corner, Archimedes was sitting in the middle of the path waiting for them. He meowed a greeting and trotted ahead of them into the gloom. He paused for a second at each branch of the tunnel, leading them deeper and deeper into the heart of the mountain. Eventually, the rough rock face changed into evensized blocks, more books, smaller than those of the encyclopaedia but still bare of any doors or windows. The books formed a narrow arch that led into a large cave.

‘That cat is weird,’ said Festival. ‘I mean, how did he get up here? He’s not even wet.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Peter. ‘He’s always been like that. He just seems to turn up whenever I need him.’

The floor of the cave was covered with a small lake that was fed by narrow waterfalls pouring from gaps high above them. And in the middle of the lake there was an island, every inch of which was covered in old leather books, not in tidy rows or piles, but in a thrown-down jumble that threatened to collapse into the water around them. But in these books, at last, were the first signs of human habitation. There were doors and windows that looked as if someone had taken a village and piled it up on itself.

And in the highest house there was a light at a window.

The roof of the cave was covered in clouds that had formed from the mist made by the falling water. The whole scene looked like a model of the library, a world within a world within a world.

In front of them a small white boat was tied to a rock. Archimedes jumped into the boat and the children climbed in after him. Peter untied the rope and Festival rowed them across to the island. They tied the boat to the small jetty and climbed ten steps up to a narrow path that climbed steeply between the old sandstone buildings. The whole place had a quiet, deserted air about it.

Archimedes ran ahead of them until he reached a red door at the top of the path. There was a line of light shining under the bottom of the door. Peter turned the handle and the three of them went inside.

At the back of the room, sitting in a tall carved chair, was a small pale figure. He had the look of immortality about him, a child way too old to be a child, yet nevertheless a child.

It was the Ancient Child.

‘You must be frozen,’ he said. ‘Come, follow me. I have food and fire and dry clothes.’

He swung his legs over the front of the chair and waved them around until they touched a pile of books built up like a set of steps. He climbed down and came over to them.

‘Welcome to my home,’ he said. ‘I have been expecting you.’


He took the children to two small bedrooms where they found dry clothes, and although they were both exhausted, the excitement of having found the Ancient Child gave them fresh energy. There would be plenty of time for sleep later. They went back downstairs where there was food and drink and a warm fire.

‘Do you live here on your own?’ said Peter as they ate.

‘My family and I came here many, many years ago,’ said the Ancient Child, ignoring the question.

‘Why?’

‘We were banished here because of the book,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘We will talk more later. First there are things that must be done.’

‘But –’ Peter began, but the Ancient Child held up his hand.

‘Enough,’ he said. ‘You have brought the book and though time is important, it will not be really important until tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’ said Peter.

‘Tomorrow,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘You have lost count of what day tomorrow is?’

‘Tomorrow?’ said Peter. ‘Wait a moment. It’s … it’s my birthday.’

‘Mine too,’ said Festival.

‘Exactly.’


‘It’s my grandfather’s birthday too,’ said Peter.

‘Mine too,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Tomorrow is the important day, so today you can rest.’

‘But there are so many questions,’ Peter began.

‘They must wait,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Tomorrow will be a long day. You must rest and sleep. The day after tomorrow there will be more than enough time for all the questions you could ever think of.’

It was clear that the Ancient Child was not going to change his mind. After eating, the two children were too tired to even remember leaving the table. They slept more deeply than they had ever slept before.
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The next morning, the Ancient Child woke them early. Being inside the house, inside the world, inside the world, inside the world, which was a vast dark cave, it was impossible to tell what time of day it was. There was no sun, no moon, nor any sky. The cave was lit with a soft blue glow that seemed to come from nowhere but filled every corner.

‘Come,’ said the Ancient Child as they sat once more at the table. ‘Today is the most important day in history.’

‘Why?’ said Peter.

‘I cannot tell you anything,’ said the Ancient Child.


‘What do you mean, you can’t tell us?’ said Festival. ‘You say it’s the most important day ever, but you won’t tell us why. That’s ridiculous.’

‘Do you mean,’ said Peter, ‘that you can’t tell us, or you won’t tell us?’

‘I mean neither,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘I mean that I do not need to tell you. The two secrets, answers, call them what you will, are already known to you.’

‘No they’re not,’ said Festival. ‘Well, if they are, why can’t you just remind us?’

‘They are not both known to you. The first is known only to Peter.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Peter.

‘You have already discovered them,’ the Ancient Child explained, ‘but you were too distracted to see them. And yet, you did see them. They are in your knowledge. You just have to go back and look.’

‘Go back? Go back where?’

‘Not down in the valley?’ said Festival.

‘No, no,’ said the Ancient Child, ‘back in your memory.’

‘When?’ said Peter.

‘Go back to the rising river,’ the Ancient Child continued. ‘Go back to the book. Festival opens it and begins to read. Go back to that moment.’

‘But –’


‘Close your eyes,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘You are standing on the bank of grass.’

‘Yes, the river is coming towards us.’

‘Forget the river.’

‘She reads the book.’

‘Yes?’ said the Ancient Child expectantly.

‘The leaves –’

‘Forget the leaves.’

‘The river changes direction.’

‘I said, forget the river,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Stop looking outwards. Look inside yourself. She is reading the book. Close your eyes, not just here but back inside your memory. What is happening?’

‘My heart is beating faster,’ said Peter.

‘Yes?’

‘It feels like I’ve been running.’

‘No. Look again.’

‘My heart is beating faster.’

‘Faster than what?’

‘Faster than it was.’

‘When?’

‘I don’t understand.’

Peter felt confused. He looked at Festival for help, but she shrugged her shoulders and looked at the Ancient Child as if he was crazy.

‘What are you talking about?’ said Festival.

‘Come on, Peter,’ said the Ancient Child, ‘concentrate, look closely. Your heart is beating faster than when?’

‘Faster than it was before.’

‘Before what?’

‘Before she started reading the book.’

‘How does it feel?’

‘Like it always does,’ said Peter. ‘No, no, like it always did.’

‘When?’

‘Like it always did before.’

‘Before what?’

‘Before I read the book.’

‘YES!’ the Ancient Child exclaimed.

It took a few moments for Peter to realise what it all meant. The meaning was so simple that the first time he realised it, he dismissed it.

‘It can’t be that easy,’ he said.

‘It is,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘The most important things are often the simplest. It’s their very simplicity that makes people overlook them.’

‘All you have to do is read the book again and that’s it?’ said Peter. ‘You’re not immortal anymore?’

‘Yes.’

‘But surely someone must have done it before?’

‘No,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Do you not remember how the book tried to get away from you, and how you couldn’t open the covers?’


‘Of course.’

‘The book protects itself,’ the Ancient Child explained, ‘but it isn’t perfect. Since you heard Festival read the book, you are no longer immortal, so now you can open it and read it again. Festival is immortal so she cannot.’

‘So if she listens while I read it,’ said Peter, ‘then everything will be reversed.’

‘Exactly. She could then open the book and you wouldn’t be able to.’

‘And there is no limit to how many times you can do this?’

‘No,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘The odd times make you immortal. The even times reverse it. But also yes, and that is where the second secret lies. This secret is harder to see. It would appear to be almost insignificant, and yet it is far more significant than the first secret.’

‘What is it?’ said Festival.

‘I cannot tell you,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘But once again you have it in your memories. Both of you hold this secret. Go back again.’

‘Okay,’ said Festival. ‘I am sitting on the grass. I open the book and begin to read. The roar of the waterfall –’

‘Forget the waterfall,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Forget the trees, forget the river. You are inside a bubble, just you and the book. Look very, very closely.’

‘I am reading,’ Festival continued. ‘I finish the first page.’

‘Yes?’

‘I turn it.’

‘Yes, yes?’

‘I begin to read again.’

‘No, no, before that. Find the details.’

‘There are tiny flakes of paper on my hands.’

‘From?’

‘The book. It looks very, very old. The pages are crumbling.’

‘Exactly!’

‘It happened when I read it too,’ said Peter.

‘Are you saying that the book is falling to pieces?’ said Festival.

‘Yes and no,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘The book itself is also affected by the reading. While its covers are closed, it stays exactly as it was. It does not disintegrate, nor age at all, not even if it is left unread for a hundred years. But every time someone reads it, it dies a little more.’

‘So if a hundred people read it, it would end up as a pile of dust?’

‘Or one person read it a hundred times,’ said the Ancient Child.


‘That’s why I’ve been brought here, isn’t it,’ said Peter, ‘to read the book a hundred times?’

‘Yes, and that is why you have a Caretaker, so you can take it in turns reading,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Except you have to read it one thousand times, not one hundred.’

‘And,’ he added, ‘you have to read it on your birthday, the anniversary of your birth, because birth and rebirth is what the book is all about and you are stronger on your birthday than any other day, strong enough to control the book, because as you near the last reading the book will fight you, as you would fight if your life was about to end.’

‘Are we the first ones to reach the cave?’ said Festival.

‘Almost,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘You are the second and third.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Peter. ‘You were the first.’

‘No, no,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Excluding me. I have been here too long to count. My forefathers were born here. Nor did they ever live anywhere else.’

‘Your whole family is here?’ said Festival, the word reminding her of her own family and the fact that she would probably never see them again.

‘No, they are all gone, all died,’ said the Ancient Child.

‘But the book?’ said Peter.


‘When I was eleven, I discovered the book at the back of a cupboard where my mother had hidden it,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘I took it into my room and read it. When my mother found out what I’d done, she was furious. She told me about the book’s terrible power and said I would be cursed forever. She never forgave herself for keeping the book in the house where I might discover it, and a few months later she left us and went into your world to find the remotest place on Earth to hide the book. And it stayed hidden for six hundred years.’

‘And of course, as you know,’ he continued, ‘having gone from our world into yours, she could never return.’

‘But where did the book come from in the first place?’ said Festival.

‘My mother said my father came home with it one day, not long before I was born,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘He never told her where he got it, whether he found it, or bought it, or maybe even wrote it himself. Not long after that he disappeared, and my mother never spoke of him.’

‘Like my mother,’ said Peter.

‘I don’t know if he is dead or alive,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘No, when I said you were the second and third to come here, I meant someone came here before you.’


‘Who?’ said Peter.

‘Me,’ said a voice.

A man came into the room. The light from the lamp was weak, but even if there had been no light, Peter would have known that the man was his father. The photo had come to life. There was even a faint band of pale skin where his father had worn the watch and the sun hadn’t been able to colour him. Peter looked into his father’s eyes but before he could read them he began to feel shy and looked away.

The boy and the man stood facing each other, unable to speak. Every thought that came into their heads seemed inappropriate or trivial. There was so much to say, yet they were both speechless. This was the first time father and son had ever seen each other. They were linked as close as it was possible for two humans to be, yet they were total strangers. They both wanted to rush forward, to throw their arms round each other like father and son would, but strangers don’t do that.

After what seemed like an hour but was really less than a minute, the man walked forward and wrapped his son in his arms.

Peter felt tears well up inside him. They ran silently down his face into his father’s shirt, while above him his father’s tears fell into his hair. Still neither of them could think of anything to say, but as they stood there in silence, they both realised that it didn’t matter. They now had the rest of their lives to talk to each other. Peter pushed the thought that his father might have another wife and child to the back of his mind. He had found his father, and he knew from now on there would always be answers to whatever problems life might bring them. A big weight that he had carried all his life, without really noticing it, had simply dissolved away. He was now part of a complete family. All that remained was to bring the parts together in the same place.

‘You look exactly how I thought you would,’ said Peter’s father.

‘Did you know I was coming?’ said Peter, looking up into his father’s face.

‘When the river turned back, we knew someone was coming,’ said his father. ‘But I didn’t know it was you. I didn’t even know if you were a boy or a girl. No one has been here since I came.’

‘My mother thinks you ran away,’ said Peter.

‘Every day since I came here I’ve thought about that,’ said Peter’s father. ‘I’ve worn twenty pairs of shoes to dust searching these corridors for a way back.’

Peter was too choked up to know what to say.

‘I’ve stood at the top of the waterfall a thousand times and thought of throwing myself over to try and get back to the beach and maybe swim back to the mainland,’ his father continued. ‘But I knew there was no way back from there either.’

Festival came over and stood beside them and Peter’s father reached out and put his arm round her too.

‘You must be Peter’s Caretaker,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said Festival. ‘Where is yours?’

‘Well, she wasn’t as devoted as you,’ said Peter’s father. ‘She was too scared to come to the island. She tried to persuade me we wouldn’t find anything useful here, but I knew she was wrong. Earshader brought me here at night while she was asleep.’

‘I was scared too,’ said Festival.

‘Come,’ said the Ancient Child to Peter. ‘There will be plenty of time to talk later. It is time to start the thousand readings. Two hundred years ago I prepared a special place. There is but one tiny entrance. There is no echo there and no other living thing to hear you read. You and Festival must go there alone and not leave until you have finished the last reading. The book will then be dust and the curse will be ended.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Peter. ‘If the odd numbers make you immortal and the even ones bring you back, then when I have finished the last reading, I will be normal but Festival will be immortal because she is the one reading behind me.’


‘No,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘After the thousandth reading, the book will die and so will the curse. Everyone who has ever read the book will begin to age again from where they stopped.’

‘You mean, even if they cannot hear me read?’ said Peter.

‘Yes,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Everyone except me. I alone must live forever.’

‘Why?’

‘When my mother discovered I had read the book and said I would be cursed forever,’ said the Ancient Child, ‘I thought it was because she didn’t know that reading the book a second time would reverse the curse. But I was wrong. I have heard the book read many times over the centuries, but I have stayed the same. I can only assume that my father did not just find the book but created it and my family has been cursed because of it.’

‘So there is nothing that can help you?’said Festival.

‘Not that I know of,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘But you and Peter can save everyone else. You are the same age as I was when I read the book. You must read the thousand readings before midnight on the day of your birthday or it will be too late and the curse will never be destroyed.’

‘Someone else might come along,’ said Peter.

‘No, you saw the valley, how the path crumbled behind you. None of that can be reversed. The earth cools and grows old. It has to be now or it will be never,’ said the Ancient Child.

‘Show us the place, then,’ said Peter, pulling away from his father and taking Festival’s hand.

‘Come back safe,’ said his father. ‘I don’t want to lose you again.’

The Ancient Child led them down dark tunnels carved from the rock by the wild river and the hard work of his ancestors. He carried a single weak candle, so there was no way for the two children to memorise where they were going. They turned sharply down a steep passageway, almost too narrow to pass through. At the bottom, the Ancient Child pushed aside a rock and pointed.

‘Here, take the candle,’ he said. ‘It will burn until exactly midnight and then go out. I will return then.’

The two children climbed up a staircase that was so narrow they had to inch up sideways. At the top there was a tiny airless cave. There were rugs on the floor, a few old cushions and a large jug of water.

‘We’d better start right away,’ said Peter and he opened the book.

They began to read, first Peter and then Festival, over and over again until they were in a trance. The candle burnt away the time. Four hundred and ninety-nine times Peter read the pages and in between each of his readings, Festival read another four-hundred and ninety-nine times.

As they read, the edges of the pages turned to dust. While one read, the other swept the dust to the top of the stairs and blew it away. Peter was worried that if the dust collected in a pile there might be some way for the book to pull itself back together.

Gradually all the centres of the letters fell away, first from the small e’s and a’s, the r’s and b’s and d’s and p’s. Then the o’s, followed by the centres of the larger letters. With each reading the words became harder and harder to understand. Some pages became as frail as cobwebs, the printing ink being all that held them together.

As they read, Peter found that he needed to look at the pages less and less. The words leapt ahead of him, then sentences, then whole pages. Now he could remember every word and when Festival got lost, he gave her the ones she needed.

There was a force in the book that tried to fight them. With each reading the pages, although falling apart, grew heavier and heavier until it took both children to turn them. Peter knew that the book was trying to slow them down so they wouldn’t finish the thousand readings before midnight. Although there was no sign of him, Peter could feel the threatening presence of Darkwood in the room.


When he had made the book – and now Peter knew beyond doubt that it had been Darkwood, and Darkwood alone, who had created it – he had put part of his own soul between the pages. And it was a powerful and evil soul that was not going to give up easily.

Stuff began to fall from the cave roof. Like the path had crumbled behind them, now the ceiling did the same only in reverse, fine dust at first, then gravel followed by pebbles that were soon large enough to be painful.

‘We better get under the rug,’ said Festival, and for a while that was enough to protect them.

Leave me alone, said the book inside both children’s heads. Or I will crush you to pulp.

The pebbles had turned to rocks and the children pulled the cushions over their heads. Peter and Festival held each other as close as they could to try and make themselves a smaller target. But with each reading the book had lost more power and fewer rocks fell until there was a loud crash right beside them that smashed the water jug and glasses, followed by silence.

The book sighed, a great weary sigh that filled the children with a terrible feeling of desolation.

The air grew warm and heavy. The lack of oxygen made the children want to sleep, so they had to keep shaking and pinching each other to stay awake.

The candle flickered.

Peter read the last page for the last time, barely looking at the frail skeleton in his hands.

The candle flickered again. The flame grew small and dark.

A dying breath seemed to come from the book itself. Peter could smell Darkwood in the breath and wrapped his hands round the candle but the breath climbed over his fingers. It circled round the tiny flame then killed it.

Everything fell as black as night.

Festival still had to read one last time, the reading that would see the book destroyed forever.

‘We’ve failed,’ she said, beginning to cry. ‘We were so close, and it was all for nothing.’

‘No we haven’t,’ said Peter, reaching out in the darkness. ‘Just repeat every word I say.’

So, they sat together with their arms round each other, and while Peter spoke the words of the book, Festival repeated them.

As she said the last word, the final remains of the book turned to dust. It trickled between Festival’s fingers, and a gust of wind flew into the cave and carried it away.

It was over.


They were free.

Everyone was free.

The curse of immortality had been lifted, not just from Peter and Festival but from everyone who had ever read the book. From that moment on, they would start ageing again, picking up the river of life from the very second it had stopped. Now there were only two left who were immortal – Darkwood and the Ancient Child.

Far away in the dark room at the end of the corridor in the museum where Peter had first seen the book, Bathline felt her blood begin to move again. Her strength returned enough to allow her to move all the bricks hiding her son Bardick, and she hurried in to him and held him in her arms as he at long last drifted into the peaceful sleep that had been stolen from him so long ago. Tears the old lady had been unable to cry ran down her face onto her son’s head as he gently drifted away. The tears were not those of sadness but of relief, tears that thanked Peter and Festival for finally setting them both free. Now her son was at peace, she too could sleep. Soon she would join him.

On the Ancient Child’s island, Peter’s father felt his blood begin to move too. He had only been immortal for ten years, not long enough to have any serious consequences. Unlike Peter, he had been unable to resist the book’s call and had read it sitting in the very chair in the cat mummy’s room that Peter had sat in. As he had finished the last sentence, the book had been torn from his hand and he had been thrown back through the wall without it. He had missed those years with Peter, but now they were together again and he would make up for them.

And maybe together they would find the way back.

Peter echoed that thought, for as the Ancient Child brought the two children back from the cave, the first thing he said was, ‘How do we get back?’

‘I don’t know,’ said his father.

‘There must be some way,’ said Festival. ‘Darkwood went back and got the book.’

Although Festival was in her own world, she too was trapped. From the moment Earshader had left her and Peter on the beach, she had wondered how she would get back to her home, but she had put it to the back of her mind. She was a Caretaker and Peter had been her most important consideration. The fact that he had arrived without the book was somehow her fault, she had felt, even though she knew it wasn’t. Her main thought until now had been to try and make things right.

Now they were right. The book was destroyed and it was time to go home. Finally the full realisation hit her that, although she was in her own world, she was as trapped as Peter and his father.

‘We have to keep looking,’ said Peter. ‘We have to get back as quickly as possible.’

‘It’s not that easy,’ said his father.

‘No, no, I mean,’ said Peter, ‘we have to get back to help Grandfather.’

‘Yes, I suppose he must be ready to retire by now.’

‘No, he’s ill and Bathline said if I brought the book to the Ancient Child, it would make him well again,’ said Peter.

‘You mean the Eisenmenger’s,’ said his father. ‘Did she say how?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Peter. ‘She said if I took the book to the Ancient Child that …’ Peter paused while he tried to remember the exact words. ‘She said that every problem would find its answer.’

‘I’ve spent almost ten years in these caves,’ said his father. ‘They go on for miles. Wherever I’ve been, there’s always been another corner with another three tunnels just round that corner. In ten years, I have never reached the end of a single tunnel.’

‘Nothing goes on forever,’ said the Ancient Child.

‘A circle does,’ said Festival. ‘Maybe all the tunnels just join up with each other.’

‘Well, they might,’ said Peter’s father, ‘but I’ve never been down the same tunnel twice.’


‘How can you tell?’ said Peter.

‘I take this with me,’ said his father, holding out some chalk, ‘and make marks.’

‘What about a map?’ said Festival. ‘Did you make a map?’

‘It’s too difficult,’ said Peter’s father. ‘You lose your sense of direction in no time at all.’

‘Okay,’ said Peter, ‘so what do you suggest we do?’

‘Keep looking, I suppose,’ said his father. ‘I mean, what else can we do?’

They got some paper to write down all their options, but it became obvious very quickly that no matter how small a piece of paper they wrote them on, there would be a lot of blank paper.

They had no options. They had to keep searching the caves, or stay where they were until the day they died. They decided that the next morning, they would all go off in a different direction and look for a way out.







[image: image]



In the early hours when everything was asleep, a hooded figure entered Peter’s room. It placed one hand over the boy’s mouth and with the other shook him gently awake. It was Darkwood. His sweet sickly smell that had tainted the air down in the forest filled the room, making it hard to breathe.

‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘We need to talk.’

‘Why?’ said Peter. ‘I did what you said. I read the book.’

‘There is unfinished business,’ said Darkwood. ‘Come.’

‘No, I won’t,’ said Peter.

Darkwood lifted Peter out of his bed. With one hand over the boy’s mouth he dragged him down to the jetty and into the small boat that had carried them across from the tunnels.

‘Do not think of trying to swim for it,’ said Darkwood. ‘I have forever to hunt you down.’

He rowed them away from the island towards the far side of the water. Peter climbed out. Darkwood pulled the plug from the bottom of the boat so that it sank into the dark water, and followed him. Peter watched the white shape of the boat fade away as it sank deeper and deeper.

‘Why did you do that?’ he said.

‘We do not need it anymore,’ said Darkwood.

‘But what about the others?’

‘We do not need them anymore either.’

He grabbed Peter’s arm and dragged him away down a tunnel before he could shout out. The tunnel went down in a long clockwise spiral until it opened out into a cave. Peter guessed they were right beneath the lake, and above them water dripped steadily from cracks in the cave roof, forming long thin stalactites.

Darkwood reached into his cloak and took out a book and a pen.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘write it all down, and I will show you how to get home again.’

‘Write what down?’ said Peter.

‘Don’t play games, little boy,’ Darkwood snapped. ‘The book of course, the book. Did you think it would all be that easy? Read the book a thousand times and everyone is free? I don’t think so. Oh yes, read the book a thousand times, but every time you read it, remember a little more until it is all inside your head. You think the book is dead, don’t you? Oh no, it’s inside your head. You are the book.’

‘I won’t do it,’ said Peter.

‘Oh yes you will,’ said Darkwood, ‘or you will never see your mother or your grandfather again.’

‘I’ll find a way out of here,’ said Peter.

‘Maybe,’ said Darkwood, ‘but how long will it take you? Your grandfather will have died before you find it. Maybe your mother too, of a broken heart.’

‘No.’

‘Oh yes, and if her heart doesn’t break, she will have to leave the museum,’ said Darkwood. ‘Do you think she could carry on living in a place that took her husband and her son away from her?’

‘I’ll find a way,’ said Peter, but he could feel panic trying to take him over.

‘You will be an old man before you get out of here,’ sneered Darkwood. ‘What a triumphant return, a senile old fool, probably gone insane. Your father dead in these caves, Festival an old woman and you as mad as a rabid fox.’

‘I won’t do it,’ said Peter.


Darkwood, seeing that his threats were getting him nowhere, tried a different approach.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘What would be so terrible about bringing the book back? You won’t have to read it. No one would have to. You could write an extra page, at the beginning say, a kind of warning.’

‘You know that isn’t true,’ said Peter. ‘You know that once you open the first page, it’s impossible to stop reading.’

‘I will leave you alone,’ said Darkwood. ‘Give you some time on your own to think things over, come to your senses.’

But as he walked away, Peter said, ‘You have to live forever, don’t you? Reading the book a second time couldn’t make you free, could it?’

Darkwood stopped and turned back.

‘No, it couldn’t,’ he said. ‘I am immortal just like my son.’

‘Your son?’

‘Yes.’

‘The Ancient Child is your son?’ said Peter.

‘Yes,’ said Darkwood. ‘It was my mistake that put the curse on him.’

‘He thinks you’re dead,’ said Peter.

‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ said Darkwood. ‘I could be anything except the one single thing he thinks I am.’

‘If you’re lonely, why don’t you go to him?’


‘I cannot face him,’ said Darkwood. ‘You think me evil, don’t you, but I am too ashamed to face my own child. After all, it was my fault he became immortal. When he was born, I created the book to give us more time, another hundred years or so together. I did not know it would gain strength and end up creating immortals.’

‘So why do you want me to write it all down again?’ said Peter. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to leave it destroyed?’

‘In a million years, or two million or whenever, mankind will die out,’ said Darkwood. ‘My son and I will be all alone for the rest of eternity. Can you imagine what that would be like? Of course you can’t. I can hardly imagine it myself.’

Peter wanted to say, Well at least you’d have plenty of time to get to know each other. But he didn’t.

‘With the book,’ Darkwood continued, ‘we can have other people around us, other immortals.’

‘I can’t do it,’ said Peter.

‘You will,’ said Darkwood, turning and walking towards a tunnel on the far side of the cave. ‘You will.’

‘If you created the book,’ Peter called after him, ‘why can’t you just write it down yourself?’

Darkwood stopped, his back to Peter, but said nothing.

‘I said –’ Peter repeated.


‘I heard you,’ Darkwood snapped.

‘Well?’ said Peter.

‘It was a very long time ago,’ Darkwood said softly, ‘my memory has stored it all far away.’

‘You can’t remember, can you?’

Without another word, Darkwood hurried off down the tunnel, leaving Peter alone.
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On a flat rock in front of him lay a blank book, a pen and a small lamp.

What if he wrote it wrong? What if he just changed a word here and there, so it seemed the same but was slightly different? Would it still work?

Probably not.

But Darkwood would almost certainly insist on testing it by making Peter read it before he showed them the way back. Then he would find out Peter had tricked him. Of course Peter could pretend he’d made an honest mistake, but then he’d have to fix it. At least it could buy him some time.

Except it wouldn’t. Darkwood seemed to be able to read his thoughts and he would know it wasn’t an accident. Peter imagined Darkwood could make revenge very, very frightening.

You can be God, said the book inside his head. Bring me back and you will be the God of creation. Everyone will fall before you.

The voice paused then added, Even Darkwood.

Even Darkwood! Was that possible? Peter felt his heart beating like a trapped bird. If that was true, he could read the book and have nothing to fear. He would have the power so he could decide what would happen. In the back of his head was a tiny thought that said the book was lying. Whatever he did, Darkwood would be more powerful than him. He struggled to stop the thought forming so the book would see it.

If only he could forget the book, but that was impossible. He knew that. He knew that if he lived to a hundred, if he lost all his other memories and ended up dribbling soup down his chest like a vegetable, every single word of the book would stay burnt into his brain until the second he took his last breath.

Darkwood knew it too.

Write me, said the book. Bring me back to life.

Maybe Peter could do a deal with Darkwood, persuade him to show them the way back on the condition that Peter would write it down afterwards. Maybe if he wrote down half of it, that would be enough to make Darkwood agree. There was the risk that, like reading it, once he started writing, he wouldn’t be able to stop, but it was worth the risk.

He sat down and began to write. The whole book had only been fifty pages. Peter decided he would write exactly half and then stop. As he wrote, he would feel it willing him on. He wrote ten pages then stopped. He got up and walked around the cave, but the book was calling him back.

More, it said. I need to breathe again.

Peter wrote ten more pages and found it almost impossible to stop. He pulled himself away and stared at the book. The pages seemed to be alive, their corners curled over like beckoning fingers.

He wrote another page then stopped. Then another.

He knew that if he passed the halfway point, he would not be able to stop again.

He wrote the twenty-fourth page and smashed the pen down on the rock, destroying it. Now, no matter how much the book called him, he was safe.

Use your blood, said a voice inside his head. Take the broken nib and cut your finger and write me back to life.

‘NO!’ Peter shouted.

He slammed the book shut, grabbed the lamp and ran towards the tunnel.

He stopped. The water from the cave roof seemed to be dripping faster now. If there was some way he could make it pour out, at least the underground lake would empty and he’d be able to get back to the island. He had to tell the others what had happened.

He hadn’t noticed before but there were thin columns of stone from the roof to the floor. They had once been stalactites but had eventually reached the ground, and as the roof had been worn away, they had taken on the role of supports. In places they were no thicker than Peter’s wrist, an interlinked network of fragile pillars that now held up the whole roof of the cave.

If he could break one of them, Peter was sure all the others would collapse too, like a row of dominoes. The tunnel that Darkwood had brought him down led back up to the lake. The tunnel that Darkwood had left by on the other side of the cave continued deeper into the ground. If Peter could bring down the roof, the water would run after Darkwood and maybe drown him.

He picked up the biggest rock he could and, standing at the entrance of his escape tunnel, threw it at the nearest column.

Nothing happened.

He tried again.

Nothing happened.


He tried again.

Nothing happened that he could see, but the third throw had made a fine crack, thinner than a human hair.

He tried again.

This time he could see the crack.

Each time he tried after that, he turned and ran up the tunnel before coming cautiously back to look. The crack was definitely growing. He could get his fingernail into it. With every smash of the rock, it grew a little more.

Across the cave, a light was coming up the far tunnel. Darkwood was returning.

Peter picked up the rock and, with every part of him, threw it and ran. The column came crashing down followed by a large rock. Darkwood appeared at the mouth of the far tunnel but it was too late. One by one the columns collapsed. Rocks and water crashed down on top of them. In the middle of the cave, the twenty-four pages of the book were ripped apart by the flood that raced towards Darkwood. He turned and fled, but the only place he had to go was the same place the torrent was going. The sunken boat fell through the hole in the cave roof and vanished into the tunnel.

Peter ran back up to the lake as the last of the water fell out of it. The waterfalls still ran but the hole in the lake floor carried the water away, leaving the lake empty. The angry water swept Darkwood deeper and deeper into the heart of the earth. He managed to grab the boat as it raced by and hauled himself into it. The tunnel came out into an endless underground sea that circled the earth’s core. So close was it to the centre of the planet, the water almost boiled. The boat slowly began to sink. Behind him, the last of the fallen rocks sealed up his escape route.

He may have been immortal, but he could still feel pain and to save himself from the boiling water, Darkwood jammed his thumb into the hole where the bung had been. With his free hand, he pulled out a knife and, with no one to hear his screams, cut off his thumb.

He may have been immortal, but the pain was unbearable. His blood had stopped moving when he became immortal so he could not even bleed to death. Severed from his body, his thumb was mortal again and over the next few weeks, it slowly cooked and disintegrated. But, he had another thumb to replace it with, and eight fingers and ten toes, so he had plenty of time to try and find somewhere to land, some small beach of scalding rock where he could spend the rest of eternity.

He may have been immortal, but there was no way out of hell.
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Peter scrambled down into the empty lake and went back over to the island where everyone was still fast asleep. He ran round waking them all up. When they were all together he told them what had happened.

‘Darkwood is my father?’ said the Ancient Child.

‘He is,’ said Peter.

‘No, no, he can’t be. My father is dead,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘Darkwood must have been lying.’

‘I don’t think he was,’ said Peter.

‘But he’s evil. He can’t be, please, no.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Peter. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to know your father was still alive.’


‘Yes, but not him.’

‘There’s something else,’ said Peter.

‘My mother’s alive too?’ said the Ancient Child.

‘No, I’ve found the way back.’

‘Are you sure?’ said his father. ‘I went down that tunnel under the lake. I went right down the other one, until it got so hot I could hardly breathe.’

‘It isn’t down there,’ said Peter. ‘It’s right under our noses.’

‘Where?’ said Festival. ‘Come on, show us.’

‘Okay.’

He led them down to the little jetty and down the steps. Ten steps down, where the water line had been for hundreds of years, everything changed colour. Above, the wood was grey and the rocks a golden brown. Below the waterline everything was the same flat dark brown. And below the waterline, there were another ninety-seven steps down to the lake floor.

‘There it is,’ said Peter, pointing at the rocks under the stairs as they stood on the bed of the lake.

‘Where?’ said Festival, the Ancient Child and Peter’s father.

‘There, look.’

But they couldn’t see it. Even when Peter got a bucket of water and washed all the mud off the rocks, they still couldn’t see it.


Peter slid his finger into a crack and pushed. The rock moved.

‘It’s stuck,’ said Peter.

His father stood beside him and father and son pushed together. ‘Back here you are again, the little saviour,’ said a voice on the other side as the door opened.

It was Bathline.

‘Ready to die I am, oh yes, oh yes, so ready,’ she said. ‘A long, last, lovely peaceful sleep. But happy to wait to see you again, my child, I am too.’

Peter and his father walked through the doorway back into their world. Festival hung back. The Outside was not her world. All she knew about it was the little Peter had told her. Peter turned back to her and the Ancient Child.

‘Come on,’ he said.

He reached out his hand and Festival walked through.

‘I will stay,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘One day the centre of the Earth will cool and the water in the underground sea will be cold enough to swim in. My father will need me then.’

‘But that could be hundreds of thousands of years from now,’ said Peter.

‘I know. Your descendants’ descendants will be long forgotten,’ said the Ancient Child. ‘If mankind survives that long, he will have evolved into something I will no longer recognise. But my father and I will still be like we are today. There will be no place for us out there.’

‘But –’

‘Go,’ said the Ancient Child, and pulled the door closed behind them.

‘It is over,’ said Bathline, ‘and you have brought us all peace. Now go. My time is almost past and I need to lie down and sleep. Besides, your mother and grandfather are looking everywhere for you. Your grandfather tells your mother everything will be all right but she finds it hard to believe him.’

‘Remember,’ she added as Peter led his father and Festival back along the corridor, ‘it’s the one hundred and ninety-second door.’

They came to the door and opened it. There were the stairs that would lead them back into the real world of the museum. That wonderful warm feeling you get when you return home after being away flooded through Peter and he felt happy. He wanted to reach out and kiss the very walls of the museum but he didn’t, not with his father and Festival right behind him.

‘How will I get home again?’ said Festival, unwilling to go down the stairs into Peter’s world.

‘I don’t know,’ said Peter. ‘Maybe my grandfather will know how. And if he doesn’t, I can bring you back up here again.’

‘You better go first,’ said Peter’s father. ‘The shock of seeing me as well as you might be too much for your grandfather, not to mention your mother.’

That brought Peter back to earth. What about his father’s new wife and child? Just when everything seemed perfect, it was all going to fall apart again.

‘What about your new wife?’ said Peter.

‘Wife?’ said his father. ‘What wife?’

‘And my sister,’ said Peter.

‘Your sister? You’ve got a sister,’ said his father. ‘You mean your mother has someone else?’

‘No,’ said Peter. ‘You have, and the little girl Victoria.’

‘Victoria?’ said his father. ‘Who’s Victoria?’

‘When I went to your house, the woman, her daughter …’ Peter blurted out. ‘Isn’t she?’

‘How could she be?’ said his father. ‘How old is she?’

‘Five.’

‘And I was stuck on the island for nearly ten years,’ laughed Peter’s father.

‘You mean, her mother’s not your wife?’ said Peter.

‘No, she’s my aunt. She is your grandfather’s sister.’


‘But she’s the same age as you.’

‘She read the book,’ said Peter’s father. ‘She was the first one in our family to read it. You know how your mother works in the office cataloguing everything?’

‘Yes,’ said Peter.

‘Well, Aunt Maud did that job before her. She kept all the museum records like your mother does. She was the one who found the library card for that wretched book. She became obsessed with it and wouldn’t rest until she found it. There was no one to warn her so she read it.’

‘So how did she end up in the other world?’

‘She was tricked there, the same as you and I were.’

Peter was so happy he wanted to cry. He flung his arms round his father and the two of them stood at the top of the stairs in silence. Festival was also on the verge of tears, so father and son put their arms round her too.

‘If you can’t get home,’ said Peter, ‘you can always stay with us.’

‘We’ll find a way to get you back,’ said his father. ‘Don’t worry. Go on,’ he said to Peter, ‘go and find your mother and grandfather.’

‘Come down in fifteen minutes,’ said Peter. ‘The door at the bottom of the stairs won’t open from the other side, so I won’t be able to come back and get you.’
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He reached the apartment and opened the door. The warm smell of cooking welcomed him as he went inside. He’d never really noticed things like that before. It had always been there, one of the things he had grown up with and taken for granted. But now, after a week of eating mostly berries and fruit, the smell of his grandfather’s stew was as comforting as his mother’s arms.

Peter’s grandfather was in the kitchen and his mother was collapsed in an armchair staring blankly into the fire.

‘First my husband and now my son,’ she said as Peter came up behind her. ‘I hate this place.’


‘Don’t worry, Stella, Peter knows the museum like the back of his hand,’ said his grandfather from the other room. ‘I expect the door will open any minute and he’ll just walk in.’

‘Yes, I will,’ said Peter.

His mother turned, but before she could say a word, Peter threw himself into her arms.

‘Where have you been, where have you been?’ was all she could say.

Peter’s grandfather came out of the kitchen with a huge smile. He winked at Peter and said, ‘See, I told you he was all right.’

‘I was so worried,’ said his mother.

Peter began to tell them what had happened but the minutes were ticking away and his father and Festival would be there any minute.

‘I’ll tell you everything later,’ he said, ‘but there’s something else.’

‘You found him, didn’t you?’ said his grandfather.

Before Peter could answer, his mother grabbed his arm and cried, ‘Oh my God, what happened to your hand? Your finger, where’s your finger?’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ Peter said, but his mother was too frantic to listen. She wrapped Peter up in her arms and rocked backwards and forwards.

‘At least you’re okay,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ grinned Peter. ‘I’m fine.’


He realised that he’d almost forgotten about losing his finger. Things had been so frantic in the past few days that he’d barely had time to think about anything.

‘Where is he?’ said Peter’s grandfather.

‘Who?’ said his mother.

‘My dad,’ said Peter.

‘What, I can’t, oh no, I mean, really?’

‘Yes, he’ll be here in a minute.’

‘No, I mean, I’m not ready, I …’

She jumped out of the chair and ran into her bedroom.

‘So everything worked out?’ said Peter’s grandfather. ‘You took the book to the Ancient Child and he fixed everything?’

‘Yes,’ said Peter. ‘You won’t be ill anymore.’

‘Come here,’ said the old man, taking his grandson’s hands in his. ‘I am old and I have things wrong with me that no books or medicine or magic can fix, but that is life, real life how it should be, not a distortion of it that that wretched book offered. At some point in the future I will die and nothing can change that.’

‘But –’

‘No buts, that’s how it is, and that is how I want it to be,’ said Peter’s grandfather.

‘I thought if I took the book to the Ancient Child, everything would be all right,’ said Peter. ‘I thought you would get well again.’

‘Remember what Bathline told you,’ said the old man. ‘She said, “Every problem will find its answer.” Well, it has. There is no cure for Doctor Eisenmenger’s gift, but if I take it easy, no more rushing round with heavy keys, I should have a good few years left in me yet.’

‘Everything will be all right. The point was not to try and make me live forever,’ the old man continued. ‘The point was to restore the balance of time and put an end to the curse of the book, and find your father and bring him home. Now I can hang up the keys, and he is back to carry on our family tradition. My father and his father and grandfather before him were Caretakers. In the same way Festival was there to look after you, so our family is here to look after the museum. Without your father here that link would have been broken. Now it’s complete again. Your father will follow me and you will follow your father. And eventually, your children will follow you.’

‘You knew this all the time, didn’t you?’said Peter.

‘Oh yes, I’ve always known about Inside and Outside. It’s why, as soon as you could walk, I showed you the secret storerooms and corridors. I knew that you were the only hope we had of finding your father.’

‘So who made me go there without the book?’


‘Darkwood. He wanted the book to survive.’

‘I wonder why he changed his mind and brought it to me?’ said Peter.

‘I imagine he thought if you read the book, he would be able to control you,’ said his grandfather.

Part of Peter felt he had been tricked, that his grandfather had somehow deceived and used him, but he realised that if the old man had told him everything, he would probably have been too scared to go through with it.

Peter knew there are many times in life when, if you sit down and think, you will run away or simply do nothing. As it was, everything had happened so fast, there had been little time to be scared. Besides, he loved his grandfather so much that he could never be angry with him for long. The old man may not have told him everything, or even anything, but he hadn’t actually lied to him and, to top it all, Peter now had his father back.

The door opened and Peter’s father and Festival came in. Peter’s grandfather took his son in his arms and felt an enormous weight leave him. He had spent the past year hiding the pains of old age from his grandson and daughter-in-law. Now he could let go and relax. Now, he could cook dinner and sleep the afternoons away in front of the TV. His son could carry the keys.


Festival stood nervously in the doorway, unsure whether to come in or not. Peter went over and took her hand.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you all my treasures.’

‘Later,’ said his grandfather. ‘First, dinner.’

While Peter’s father went to see his wife, his grandfather sat Peter and Festival down at the table and fed them rabbit stew. It was the most wonderful meal Peter had ever eaten. The warmth he had felt coming home now reached deep into every part of him. Festival ate silently. All she could think of was her family, who seemed not just another world away but another lifetime. It had only been about a week since she had last seen them, but that week had been filled with enough memories for a year. She wanted to ask Peter’s grandfather if he knew how she could get back, but she was scared to in case he said no.

‘Grandfather,’ said Peter. ‘Do you know how Festival can get home again? Everyone said you can only go one way once.’

‘Well, you and your father have proved that wrong, haven’t you?’ said the old man. ‘You two came back.’

‘Yes I know, but Festival can’t get back the way we came,’ said Peter. ‘Even if she gets back to the valley, there’s no way to get out the other end.’

‘It’s all right, there’s another way,’ said his grandfather. ‘Tonight, young lady, you will be back in your own bed.’

‘Really?’ said Festival.

‘Besides,’ the old man added, ‘we must seal up the door you came through. There is no way we want Darkwood or the Ancient Child to come here. Your way back, young lady, is much easier and much more exciting. Come with me.’
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First Peter’s grandfather had to close up the museum. The two children followed him downstairs to collect everyone’s keys and lock themselves in for the night.

They stood by the great doors as one by one the gallery attendants handed in their keys and went back into the winter world. When all ninety-seven keys were collected and the last person had gone, they crossed the museum yard to lock the outside gates. Peter’s grandfather took the great key from his belt, a key so heavy that Peter had barely been able to lift it until he was three years old, and locked out the world. Then they came back inside and locked the great doors behind them.


‘Follow me,’ said the old man, and led them up to the fossil gallery.

The moon shone through the high windows, covering everything in a cool blue light.

‘Perfect,’ said the old man, ‘a full moon.’

‘Why is that important?’ said Peter.

‘You can only travel on a full moon,’ his grandfather explained. ‘On the other twenty-seven days there isn’t enough light.’

He looked at the gallery ceiling that curved up sixty feet above them. The giant bat Pteropus Patagonius, the one that the old professor had made from Peter’s grandfather’s drawings, hung right above them. The old man unlocked a cupboard under one of the display cabinets and took out a large bell. He hung it from a bracket on one of the columns and rang it.

It sang out, a heart-caressing, mournful song that Peter and Festival had heard before. It was the song of the Journey Bell.

The song echoed round and round the gallery, catching up with itself again and again, until it seemed as if the song was coming from everywhere, not just the bell itself.

Peter imagined the door at the far end of the fossil gallery would open and somehow Trellis would be there. But it didn’t. Above them, though, something else moved.


The giant bat opened one eye and looked down at them. Peter’s grandfather tapped the two children on their shoulders and pointed upwards.

The bat opened its other eye and stretched its wings. It yawned and stretched them again. It drifted free and, in wide lazy circles, floated to the floor.

‘If you ever want to come back here again,’ Peter’s grandfather said, ‘go back to the island when there is a full moon and ring the bell. The bat will come.’

Peter reached out and took Festival’s hand. He had grown to think of her as the sister he had never had and he didn’t want her to go.

‘I wish …’ he started.

‘I know,’ said Festival. She had grown close to him too and could finish the sentences he started. ‘But my mum and dad, I can’t leave them.’

‘I know,’ said Peter. ‘It’s just that I’ll miss you.’

‘Well, you can always visit each other,’ said Peter’s grandfather. ‘Whenever there’s a clear sky and a full moon.’

‘You know when you were telling me about the dreams that you all have,’ said Peter, ‘I wasn’t really listening, but didn’t you say there was one about a bat?’

‘Yes,’ said Festival, ‘of course. There is. Oh wow, you know what that means?’


‘What?’

‘Well, we all dreamt about the Journey Bell and Trellis and the encyclopaedia, and it was all real,’ said Festival. ‘And now the dream about crossing the world in the wings of a giant bat is true too. That means that maybe all the other dreams are true as well.’

‘What are the other dreams?’ said Peter.

Before Festival could answer, Peter’s grandfather pointed up at the moon. It was passing across the windows and in a few moments would disappear behind the back of the museum.

‘There’s no time now,’ he said. ‘It will have to wait until another day.’

Peter and Festival hugged each other and then the old man lifted her up into the soft fur between the bat’s shoulders. He stroked the creature between its big sad eyes and said, ‘Take her home.’

The bat lifted itself into the air. Higher and higher up into the roof it flew, through the shafts of moonlight coming in the glass and on into the shadows at the far end of the gallery where it slipped into the darkness.

Before Peter and his grandfather went back up to the apartment, they went to the small side gallery where Peter’s journey had begun. Archimedes was sitting on the chair staring straight at the mummy of Bastin the Cat God.


‘Why don’t we …’ Peter began, but his grandfather knew what he was thinking and the two of them lifted Archimedes off the chair and moved it to one side before pushing the mummy’s glass case across the room until it covered the part of the wall where Peter, and others before him, had fallen through.

‘That should do it,’ said Peter’s grandfather.

As they left the room, Peter looked back and thought he saw the mummy tilt its head ever so slightly down towards Archimedes, who now sat on the floor staring up at it.

‘Come on, old cat,’ said Peter, and the three of them went back up to the apartment.

His parents were sitting side by side in front of the fire and it was way into the early hours of the morning before tiredness overtook their stories and sent them all to bed.

Lying in the dark with his arm round Archimedes, Peter still had a head full of questions that hadn’t been answered, questions for his grandfather and his father that would keep until another day.

Some questions, of course, might never be answered.
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Everybody needs good neighbours …

The Floods aren’t like other families – for a start, they’re all witches and wizards. And they weren’t made in the traditional way like you or me. Some of Nerlin and Mordonna Flood’s six eldest children were made in the cellar, using an ancient recipe book and a very big turbocharged wand. The youngest child, Betty, is a normal, pretty little girl – but her attempts at magic never go the way she plans.

The next-door neighbours should have known better than to annoy a family of witches and wizards. But they did, and they’re about to find out what the Floods do to bad neighbours.
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Available now at all good retailers
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