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Matilda Pages and her grandad looked up from writing book recommendation cards to see a man standing in front of them at the desk of Pages & Co. The shop was quiet and golden-hour sunlight dripped in through the tall windows, making everything feel sleepy and peaceful.

‘Well, we can definitely help you with that,’ Grandad said, glad of a customer. ‘Which book was it?’

‘I can’t quite remember the title, I’m afraid,’ the man went on. ‘Or the author, now I come to think about it. But I know that it has a blue cover. Or at least I think so.’

‘Can you remember anything about what’s inside?’ Grandad said encouragingly. Tilly grinned: she loved watching him work out which book someone wanted from whatever tiny bits of information they could remember.

‘Not really …’ the man said vaguely. ‘How strange! I came to the shop specifically to pick this book up – it was my favourite when I was little, or was it my mum’s favourite? It slips my mind. And, now I’m here, I can’t remember the first thing about it. Maybe it wasn’t so special after all …’

‘Sounds like it meant a lot to you once upon a time,’ Grandad said. ‘I’m sure I can make some educated guesses if you can remember anything at all about it, or maybe we could help you find something different to read?’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ the man said politely, although he was already glancing back at the door. ‘But honestly – and I know this is the wrong thing to say in a bookshop – I just don’t seem to care any more.’

Grandad raised an eyebrow.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,’ the man went on. ‘It’s just the more I think about it, the more I’m confused about what I even came in for.’

‘A book,’ Grandad reminded him. ‘With a blue cover.’

‘I’m not even sure it was blue,’ the man said, shrugging. ‘Oh well, thank you for your help.’ And with that he was gone.

‘How peculiar,’ said Grandad.

‘People can’t remember what they’re looking for all the time, though,’ Tilly pointed out.

‘Yes, but usually, if they’ve bothered to make it into the bookshop, they’re a little more persistent, sometimes even quite annoyed that we can’t immediately identify what they’re after. He just seemed to forget what he even wanted as we spoke.’
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‘Actually, there was another customer like that,’ Tilly said, remembering. ‘The other day a woman was just standing, staring at a bookshelf for about ten minutes, not picking up any books or anything, and, when I asked if I could help her find something, she said she wasn’t sure, and then wandered off.’

‘Mmm, very strange,’ said Grandad, but his attention had been distracted by a list of numbers on the screen of the till, his brow furrowed in concern. ‘Well, let’s hope it’s not a trend,’ he said. ‘We’ve been selling fewer and fewer books over the last couple of months. Maybe it’s just that it’s finally getting warmer and people are getting excited about being outside. As if we didn’t have enough to worry about. How are you coping without bookwandering?’

‘I hate it,’ Tilly said vehemently. ‘I hate that I can’t do it, and that I can’t talk to Anne or bookwander with Oskar, and most of all I hate that the Underwoods could just take it away without asking.’

Since Melville Underwood had become Head Librarian at the British Underlibrary and made his sister, Decima, his official Advisor, they had made good on their threat to limit bookwandering by binding Source Editions. They had promised, in a series of very formal statements, that it was only a short-term measure to keep bookwandering safe while they got to grips with their new roles, but the Pages family had very little trust in statements or promises from the twins.

‘Remind me how bookbinding works?’ Tilly said. ‘Why did somebody even invent that in the first place?!’

‘It was the Bookbinders,’ Grandad explained. ‘That group of librarians who, years and years ago, first wanted to try to control who could bookwander. They use book magic to do it: that black sticky stuff you saw when the Underwoods were breaking up the fairy tales. It’s barbaric, really, the uses they put book magic to – the very opposite of where it comes from.’
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‘But how does it work? Have you ever done it?’
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‘Books should only be bound in the most serious of situations,’ Grandad said. ‘And some would say never at all. While I was in charge at the British Underlibrary, we only bound a book once and I’m still not certain it was the right thing to do. However, the process itself is fairly simple. All you have to do is trace an X of book magic over the first word of a book’s Source Edition and it’s like locking the door.’

‘So the Underwoods have done that to all the Source Editions?’

‘All the ones at the British Underlibrary, it would seem. Although, knowing them, they got some of their underlings to do it – no doubt the librarians who’ve gleefully revived the Bookbinder name. But don’t worry, Tilly, we’ll think of something soon.’

‘I don’t understand why you’re so calm about it,’ Tilly said, the anger at having her freedom to bookwander stripped from her still prickling under her skin.

‘I’m not at all calm about it,’ Grandad replied. ‘I’m as angry as you are, but it’s too big a fight to just wade into and cause more problems. We have to make sure the Sources are protected at all times, as well as the people working at the Underlibrary. We need a proper plan.’

‘I suggested a proper plan,’ Tilly said mutinously.

‘I know you think that … I mean, I understand that you believe …’ Grandad faltered under the apparent strain of trying to say what he meant – without actually saying what he meant.

‘I know you don’t believe me that the Archivists are real, or that I know how to find them,’ said Tilly. ‘You don’t need to explain again. You’re not going to convince me, though. Two separate people told me and Oskar that they use maps to tell you where they are – and I’m sure I’ve been sent one.’

‘You weren’t given a map, sweetheart,’ Grandad said gently. ‘You found a collection of items that you think are linked together because you want to be able to help. And we love you so much for that, but it’s too great a risk to follow those clues … Well, we couldn’t follow them. Where would we even start?’

Tilly rolled her eyes. ‘We’d start at the Library of Congress, in America,’ she explained as if speaking to a child who wasn’t paying attention. ‘That’s where the first clue said to go. It had a … what did Mum call it, an American postcode?’
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‘A zip code,’ Grandad said.

‘Right, a zip code! And it had a library classmark – you said yourself that classmarks are like maps – that’s how I knew!’
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‘We can’t fly all the way to America to find a book, Tilly,’ Grandad said. ‘Now, give me a few moments of quiet so I can look through these sales figures again. Why don’t you go and find your mum, there’s a good girl?’

One of the things that Tilly loved most about her grandparents was that they almost always spoke to her as if she were a proper person who understood things, and felt things, and had good ideas. But that meant it stung even more when they spoke down to her, as though she were just too young to understand what they were dealing with.

She stood up without saying anything else, meaning to go and find Bea and talk to her about the map, but, before she could wander over to the stairs, the phone behind the counter started ringing.

‘Good morning, Pages & Co.,’ Grandad said. ‘Archie speak— Oh, Seb, hello, any news? Oh … Right …’ He looked up to check Tilly hadn’t gone and held a hand out to tell her to stay put. ‘I’ve got her here,’ he said down the phone, and Tilly felt a wave of fear crash over her. Grandad slammed the phone down and dragged her towards the door that connected the bookshop to where the Pages family lived.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked, trying to wriggle out of his grasp. ‘You’re hurting me, Grandad!’

‘I’m sorry, Tilly,’ he said, ‘but we need to get you hidden. Right now. That was Seb. The Underwoods are on their way here – and it’s you they want.’
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‘I dread to think,’ Grandad said, ‘considering that the last time you saw them they were trying to steal your blood.’

‘But it’s not like they can do anything here at Pages & Co.,’ Tilly said, out of breath as she jogged after Grandad right up to the top floor where her bedroom was. ‘And it’s not as though they’ve got anything to bargain with now they’ve already stopped us bookwandering.’

‘I’m not taking that risk,’ Grandad said. ‘As far as they’re concerned, you are at a friend’s house for tea. Your grandma and I will speak to them and find out what they want, and I’ll send your mum up here to wait with you. I’ll lock the door to the shop, and you must promise me that you won’t come downstairs. Yes?’

‘I promise,’ Tilly said sincerely.

‘This is the first time I’ve been glad that you can’t bookwander, so you won’t be able to disappear off somewhere,’ he said grimly as he shut the door behind her firmly.

Tilly listened to his footsteps fade as he headed back downstairs, and realised she’d left her phone in the bookshop and couldn’t even text her best friend, Oskar, to tell him what was happening. She had her bookcase, of course, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to sit and focus on reading when she was so anxious. Although, judging by the pile of only-just-started books by her bed, her concentration had been all over the place for a while. Tilly realised she hadn’t finished a book for nearly a week – a seriously long time for a reader of her commitment.

Tilly ran her fingers along her shelves, trying to summon that faith she had always had in the serendipity of a bookshelf – that you often ended up finding exactly the right book at the right time. Maybe there was something there that would distract her. Usually, her bookcase was so full that it took quite a yank to even get a book out, but Tilly noticed there were a couple of gaps at the moment. She couldn’t quite place what was missing – she must have left them downstairs or lent them to Oskar.

On one of the shelves was a curious selection of objects: the items that she was sure were clues to lead her to the Archivists. Even though Grandma and Grandad thought the Archivists were nothing more than a bookwandering fairy tale, Tilly just knew it was too much of a coincidence that these particular items had all ended up with her.
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A slim book and a ball of red thread given to her by a librarian at the French Underlibrary, a key from The Secret Garden, a bag of breadcrumbs from ‘Hansel and Gretel’. All of them had found their way to her over the course of a few days. Surely they had to mean something? But, when she looked at them lined up like this, she couldn’t ignore a small inkling of doubt. It was hard not to see them as Grandad did – a row of unrelated objects she’d picked up while bookwandering, smothered in wishful thinking.

Tilly sighed. Not for the first time, she wished she could bookwander – to try to find some more clues, to get Anne Shirley’s take on the situation, or just to take her mind off whatever was going on downstairs in the bookshop. All of them had, of course, tried to bookwander after Seb told them what Melville had done, but it just didn’t work. There was a flash of a moment where you felt the familiar pull of the story, the leap in your stomach and even the  faint smell of toasting marshmallows, but then there was a feeling like an elastic band that had stretched as far as it could and you were bounced back again.

Tilly grabbed a book at random off her shelf and stared at it in frustration. It was Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. It was one of Tilly’s favourite places to bookwander, and Alice often used to pop into the bookshop to say hello.

Tilly opened the book and, thinking about what Grandad had told her about bookbinding, stared at the first word. She could see that there was the suggestion of a shadow across it. She tried to scratch or rub it off, but nothing happened. There was still a slight mark there, echoing the book magic that had bound the Source Edition at the Underlibrary. She flicked through the pages, stopping at the familiar scene of the Mad Hatter’s tea party, the first place she had ever bookwandered to.

She sat on the edge of her bed and read it aloud, trying to conjure up the feeling of awe that she’d experienced the first time she had been pulled inside the pages of a book.

‘There was a table set out under a tree in front of the house, and the March Hare and the Hatter were having tea at it: a Dormouse was sitting between them, fast asleep, and the other two were using it as a cushion, resting their elbows on it, and talking over its head.’

Tilly kept reading and let herself be swept away by the story. A few moments later, she sneezed.

‘Stupid hay fever,’ Tilly said to herself, brushing away the flowers that were too close to her face – before realising they had not been there a moment ago.

‘Where have you come from?’ she said,
   looking up to realise that it wasn’t just flowers that had
   appeared. Instead of her wooden floor, there was a carpet of
   grass, fragrant and slightly damp from the dew. More brightly coloured flowers were sprouting up in the corners of the room, and there was even the unmistakable sound of birdsong in the air, even though her skylight window was firmly closed against April showers. The wooden legs of a table seemed to be growing up out of the grass, creaking as they shimmered into existence.

Tilly started and the book fell shut on her bed, and in the blink of an eye it all disappeared.
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She was thinking about when she’d accidentally pulled the secret garden out into her bedroom just before Christmas, and the fairytale forest that had escaped on to the train to Paris. She picked the book up again, a little gingerly, and turned over a few pages to the passage where Alice meets the tricksy caterpillar that sits on top of a mushroom.
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Wanting to know more about what was happening, she tried to concentrate on pulling that scene out of the book, but all she managed was to make her bedroom smell like mushrooms. Tilly put the book down again and reached across for the large, ornate key that had stayed put even when the secret garden that had erupted into her bedroom had gone. She looked round her room, wondering if anything had been left behind this time – maybe another clue even – but there was only the faintest scent of spring grass in the air.

‘I bet the Underwoods would love to know about this,’ she said, smiling to herself. ‘They might have been able to stop me travelling inside books, but they haven’t stopped the stories coming to me.’

But her satisfaction in slipping round the edges of the Underwoods’ rules didn’t last long. After all, Melville and Decima were, at that very moment, in Pages & Co. The siblings looked like twins – both slender, blond and cold – but were less alike in character. Melville occupied the most powerful position at the Underlibrary, but it was his sister, Decima, who was the brains behind the operation. Melville had manipulated his way to the top with sly words and charm that he turned on and off as easily as a light bulb, while it was Decima who understood book magic, and what you could do with it. She was the one who had realised that some of the everlasting nature of stories might be contained in Tilly’s half-fictional blood.

Even though she was four floors up, and separated from them by several doors, at least one of which was locked, Tilly felt as though she could sense them downstairs and her knees started to fidget as she resisted the urge to go and stand up for herself. She was saved from having to decide whether to disobey Grandad by a soft knock on her door.

‘It’s Bea,’ her mum said. ‘I mean, it’s Mum.’

After Bea had been away for so long, trapped in A Little Princess for eleven years, they still hadn’t quite settled on what Tilly should call her, and sometimes neither term felt quite right.

‘Come in,’ Tilly called and her mum slipped round the door.

‘How are you doing?’ Bea asked, moving the copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland out of the way and sitting next to Tilly on the bed.

Tilly shrugged, not sure what to say. ‘Kind of scared, and kind of confused, and kind of frustrated,’ she said. ‘I suppose?’

‘All of that makes sense,’ Bea said.

‘Do you know what the Underwoods want?’ Tilly asked.

‘Not yet. Your grandad whisked me away just as they were arriving.’

‘But they can’t do anything bad, can they?’ Tilly said. ‘There are customers around.’

‘I hope not,’ said Bea. ‘But I don’t know, Tilly. Whatever they want unnerved Seb enough to call ahead. We’ll find out when your grandparents come up and get us. But while we’ve got a moment to ourselves …’ Bea glanced around and her eyes settled on Tilly’s collection of clues. ‘Tell me again what you’ve worked out.’

‘You believe me?’ Tilly said.

‘I always believe you,’ Bea said. ‘And I want to try and understand what you’re saying about the Archive, because I for one cannot bear just sitting around, waiting to see what those creepy siblings are going to do next, especially when they’re so focused on you.’

‘So, there’s that string of numbers and letters that we found in that pamphlet,’ Tilly said, forgetting a little of her fear as she got to explain her theory to someone who was taking it seriously. ‘And Grandad said it looked like a classmark, which is how you find books in a library.’

‘Right,’ Bea agreed. ‘And therefore you think it’s telling us we need to go and find something at the Library of Congress in Washington DC, because the zip code matches the address of that building?’

‘Yep, exactly,’ Tilly said. ‘See, it’s not complicated.’

‘But what about all this other stuff?’ said Bea, pointing to the objects on Tilly’s shelf. ‘How do they all link up?’

‘I don’t know,’ Tilly admitted. ‘But surely they found their way to me on purpose? And Oskar’s grandma, in Paris, she said that there’s a map to the Archive.’

‘How do you turn a key, a ball of thread and some breadcrumbs into a map?’ Bea asked.

‘Maybe map is the wrong word,’ Tilly said, looking up at her mother. ‘I think it might be more of a treasure hunt.’

‘I’ve always liked treasure hunts.’ Bea smiled. ‘And I think it’s probably fair to assume that finding the most secretive group of bookwanderers that have ever existed would involve a little more effort than following a dotted line.’

‘Exactly,’ Tilly said, pleased. ‘But what can we do about it stuck here?’

‘There are always options,’ Bea said. ‘And—’ But she was interrupted by a knock at the door.

Tilly’s bedroom door opened to show Grandma, her face pale with worry.

‘They’ve gone,’ she said quietly.

‘What did they want?’ asked Tilly nervously.

‘Come downstairs and have a cup of tea and a slice of cake and we’ll talk properly,’ Grandma said. ‘We’ve closed the shop for the rest of the day.’

Ten minutes later, the four members of the Pages family assembled round their battered old kitchen table. Grandma had been stress-baking ever since the Source Editions had been bound and they were all picking at slices of carrot cake with cream-cheese icing, too worried to enjoy it.
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‘So?’ Bea said, a little impatiently.

‘The Underwoods are keen to understand more of your heritage, Tilly,’ Grandad started. ‘They were all forced smiles today, aiming to sweet-talk us on to their side.’

‘They want compliance among bookwanderers,’ Grandma said. ‘They would like us, and you, to help them willingly.’

‘But why on earth would we do that?’ Tilly said, baffled.

‘Well, quite,’ said Grandad forcefully. ‘But they’re trying to set themselves up as legitimate guardians of bookwandering, and it’s not a good look to have a former Librarian and his family so publicly against them.’

‘If they want to be seen as respectable, they shouldn’t have tried to steal a child’s blood!’ Bea said angrily.

‘Again, we’re all on the same page,’ Grandma said. And Tilly knew things were bad because usually Grandad could never resist making a joke about their surname when someone used that expression.

‘They’ve asked that Tilly voluntarily help with their research into book magic,’ he said. ‘They are positioning what they’re doing as an important exploration into how bookwandering works, and what book magic can do, with the suggestion being that anyone opposing them must be against progress.’

‘But we already kind of knew that, didn’t we?’ Tilly said. ‘Why did they come here? What do they want from me?’

‘Well,’ said Grandma, ‘they wanted you to go with them to the Underlibrary to see what they’re working on, with one of us. That’s obviously out of the question.’

‘So we say no,’ Tilly said. ‘That’s not so scary. What can they do if I don’t go?’

‘Stop us bookwandering,’ said Grandad.

‘But they already have,’ Tilly pointed out.

‘Temporarily,’ Grandad said. ‘And, if that was the whole price, then we would pay it – while we worked out what to do next. But that’s not what they’re threatening.’

‘If we don’t help,’ Grandma explained, with a grim look on her face, ‘then they’re going to stop all children from bookwandering – forever.’
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‘Yes,’ Grandad said. ‘They were very specific.’

‘Well, I have to go then,’ Tilly said, trying to sound brave, even though her stomach had just turned inside out. She steeled herself. This was what her favourite heroines would do: sacrifice themselves for the greater good. She’d be just like … just like … Tilly found that she couldn’t quite put her finger on the name, but this is what they would want. She was almost sure of it.

‘No,’ Bea said firmly. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘It’s not an option, Tilly,’ Grandad said, and Tilly couldn’t deny the huge wave of relief that washed over her. ‘Both on a personal level, because we love you and it’s our job to keep you safe, and on principle, because we do not give in to people like this.’

‘But how could they stop just children bookwandering?’ Bea questioned. ‘If you bind a Source Edition, you bind it. For everyone.’

‘Well, they seem to be requiring people to swear loyalty to the new regime, and then they’re finding a way to sneak them into bound books – or at least dangling that prospect in front of them, as they just did to us, as if it might sway our allegiance. But I’m not at all sure that they’ve actually worked out a way to do it. I think it’s just something to string people along while they plot their next move.’

‘But what exactly do they want me to do?’ Tilly asked.

‘We don’t know,’ said Grandma. ‘But it can’t be good, whatever it is.’ She and Grandad shared a glance.

‘We have to go and find the Archivists,’ Tilly said firmly. ‘There’s nothing else to do – you have to see that now?’

‘No!’ Grandad snapped. ‘Tilly, I need you to stop talking about them and stay put in the real world.’

‘Why won’t you believe me?’ Tilly said, struggling to fight back tears.

‘Because there’s no evidence that the Archivists are real, and I will not have us going on a wild goose chase around the world based on one scribbled note.’

‘Dad …’ Bea started.

‘Not you too,’ Grandad said, his head in his hands. ‘You have to trust me on this.’

‘I just don’t understand how you can believe in bookwandering – in actual magic – and not understand that the Archivists are real,’ Tilly persisted, carefully ignoring Grandma’s warning glance.

‘Because I have been bookwandering!’ Grandad said. ‘Because I have seen and experienced the evidence. Bookwandering is not some old wives’ tale, rumour or gossip – unlike the existence of the Archivists. I love you, Tilly, but a pile of miscellaneous objects you were given or found in books does not constitute a reason to go hunting for a fairy tale.’

‘Fairy tales are real!’ Tilly said in frustration.

‘That’s not the point,’ Grandad said.

‘Well then, I don’t know what the point is!’ said Tilly.
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[image: Image Missing]he book arrived at Pages & Co. wrapped in brown paper and string. It was addressed to Archibald Pages and covered in a colourful array of mismatched stamps. Archibald’s granddaughter, Tilly, had picked up the bundle of post that morning and brought it through from the bookshop the Pages owned to their private family kitchen. Archie didn’t notice it until the shop had closed its doors and he was sitting with a cup of tea, sorting through the stack of bills, letters and books sent from publishers.

‘What’s this then?’ he asked, turning the package over in his hands. It had been wrapped very precisely, with the brown paper in sharp creases, only a little tattered from its journey.

‘It was just in with the post,’ Tilly said. ‘Are you expecting something exciting?’

‘Not that I can remember,’ Archie replied. ‘Although this does look rather exciting, doesn’t it? The stamps would seem to suggest it’s from … Italy, I think? How curious.’ He took out his penknife and neatly sliced through the tape at one end, peeling back the paper with the satisfying crinkling noise that comes from brown paper in particular. Archie pulled out a hardback book that was rather worse for wear – its dark-green cloth cover was frayed at the edges, and several of the pages were visibly ripped and stained. On its spine, in faded gilt lettering, was the book’s title, Il meraviglioso mago di Oz, and its author, L. Frank Baum.
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‘An Italian edition of The Wizard of Oz,’ Archie said appreciatively, stroking the edges of the pages in admiration. ‘I was right about the stamps. But I don’t think we know anyone in Italy – do we, Elsie?’

He directed this last question to his wife, Tilly’s grandma, as she entered the kitchen.

‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘Is that something you’ve ordered online and forgotten about again?’

‘Not this time,’ Archie grinned.

‘Did it come with a note?’ Tilly asked.

‘Good thinking,’ Archie said, opening the cover to reveal a small rectangular card. All that was on it was a symbol printed in black ink: a circle with a line that crossed it horizontally with a dip in its centre, like the outline of a flying bird, or a simple drawing of an open book. Archie turned it over, but there was nothing else printed on it.
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‘How strange,’ he said, turning carefully through the pages but not finding anything else tucked inside. ‘I’ve never seen this symbol before; it doesn’t mean anything to me.’

He stood up and started rifling through the rest of the post to see if there was anything else that had come from Italy, but it was just the book and the card. Archie sat down heavily, his face pale.

‘Goodness, you look exhausted,’ Elsie said, coming over and putting a cool hand on his forehead. ‘And you’re burning up.’ It was a warm day but nowhere near hot enough to produce the rapidly gathering beads of sweat on Archie’s skin.

‘Just overworked, I’m sure,’ Archie reassured her. ‘I’m not getting any younger after all! But I do feel a bit peculiar, now you come to mention it – maybe I’ll just have a quick lie-down.’

He stood up but quickly wobbled on his feet, and Elsie had to help him up the stairs to their bedroom.

[image: Image Missing]

‘He fell straight asleep,’ Elsie said when she returned to the kitchen, looking worried. ‘And something else strange … As I put him to bed, I noticed that his fingertips were purple.’

‘Purple!’ Tilly repeated in surprise.

‘Yes, as though he’d been picking blackberries. I wonder if he’s touched something he’s allergic to …’ She tailed off as both she and Tilly turned to stare at the mysterious book lying on the table.

Elsie gingerly picked up the brown paper it had come in.

‘But he can’t be allergic to paper or books or anything like that, can he?’ Tilly asked. ‘Surely he’d know that already, what with working in a bookshop and all.’

‘The book looks very old,’ Elsie pointed out. ‘Perhaps it has some kind of glue that he’s sensitive to, or it’s come into contact with something unpleasant somehow?’

‘But not on purpose?’ Tilly asked nervously.

‘Goodness, no,’ Elsie said. ‘I mean, surely not.’ She paused and glanced worriedly at Tilly. ‘Although he does know how to get people riled up,’ she went on. ‘And, well, it’s not as though we haven’t made more than our fair share of enemies in the bookwandering world over the years. But no, who on earth would be sending your grandad something poisonous or dangerous?’

But Tilly wasn’t convinced, and she could see by the look on her grandma’s face that neither was Elsie.

‘Well, let’s just put this somewhere safe,’ Elsie said briskly, picking up the book with some kitchen tongs and sliding it into a large plastic sandwich bag. ‘And when Archie wakes up, we can see if he has any idea who he’s irritated this time.’

But, two weeks later,

he was still 

a       s       l       e       e       p   .
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