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  If a man look sharply and attentively, he shall see Fortune: for though she be blind, yet she is not invisible.


  
    Francis Bacon  Of Fortune, 1612

  


  


  


  


  


  


  Contents


  


  


  


  


  Cover


  Title page


  Dedication


  Epigraph

  
  

  The First Gate


  The Black Book


  You Never Know


  The Guard Dogs


  The First Page


  The Stray Book


  The Third Gate


  The Right Seat


  The Plane Trip


  The Fizzy Tist


  The Blind Hero


  Who Knows What?


  The Third Page


  One Blind Girl


  One Money Size


  One Weird Dude


  Two Crazy Guys


  The Black King


  354


  The Empty Room


  The Dying Poet


  The Poets Home


  The Pious Poem


  And Third Long


  The Human Mind


  The Fatal Idea


  Two Dried Mice


  The Final Clue


  God Plays Dice


  The Wrong Idea


  The Noisy City


  One Giant Leap


  Boy Meets Girl

  


  Author Note
  
  
  Reading Group Notes
  
  
  In Brief
  
  
  For Discussion

  
  Suggestions For Further Reading
  
  
  Also by Marcus Sedgwick


  Copyright


  


  


  


  


  


  The First Gate


  


  


  


  


  One final time I told myself I wasnt abducting my little brother.


  I swear I hadnt even thought of it that way until we were on the Underground, and by the time we got to the airport, it was too late for second thoughts, and it was too late to
  put Mums credit card back in her purse.


  It was also too late not to have used that credit card to buy us, Benjamin and me, two tickets to New York, and it was without a shadow of a doubt far too late not to have
  taken out five hundred dollars from the fancy-pants cashpoint at the airport.


  But I had done all these things, though I passed at least some of the blame on to Mum for letting me help her with online shopping from time to time, as well as telling me most of her
  pin numbers.


  However many crimes Id committed already that morning, Id done it all for a very good reason, and it must be said that they faded into insignificance next to the thought that I was
  abducting my brother.


  Benjamin, to his credit, was taking the whole thing as only a slightly strange seven-year-old can. He stood patiently, holding my hand, his Watchmen backpack on his back, silently
  waiting for me to get myself together. Far from screaming to the world that his big sister was kidnapping him, he was much more concerned with whether Stan needed a ticket.


  I held his hand tightly. We were somewhere in the check-in hall at Terminal 3. It was loud and very confusing and we needed to find the right desk. People hurried by on all sides and Id
  already lost track of where wed come in.


  Stan does not need a ticket, I repeated, for the eleventy-eighth time, and before Benjamin could get in his bonus question added, And no, he does not need a passport
  either.


  But we do, said Benjamin. He sounded a little nervous. If Stan didnt make the flight I knew Benjamins world would probably end.


  Yes, I said. We do.


  Just then, by coincidence I heard someone walk past talking about a flight to New York, and that started me panicking.


  I took a long, slow breath. Benjamin is utterly wonderful and I love him deeply, but he does have his moments, and I needed him. I absolutely needed him; if I didnt, I
  wouldnt have abducted him. Not that I had. Not really.


  We do, I explained, because we are real, alive, and human, and Stan, exceptional though he is, is none of those things.


  Benjamin thought about this for a moment.


  He is real, he said.


  Yes, youre right, I said. Sorry. He is real. But hes also a stuffed toy. He doesnt need a passport.


  Are you really sure?


  Im really sure. How is he, anyway?


  Benjamin held a brief conference with Stan. I guessed he was probably holding him by the wing, as usual, in the same way I was holding Benjamins hand. We must have looked pretty silly,
  the three of us. Me, then pint-sized Benjamin, then a scruffy black raven.


  Hes fine, but he misses everyone.


  By everyone Benjamin meant the menagerie of fluffy creatures and plastic superheroes in his bedroom.


  We only left them an hour ago.


  I know, but thats just how Stan is. He also says hes missing Dad.


  I pulled Benjamin into a walk.


  Listen, Benjamin. You need to find the desk that says Virgin Atlantic Check-In. Maybe Stan can help. Dont ravens have excellent eyesight?


  It was a bit of a gamble but it worked.


  Virgin Atlantic . . .  Benjamin repeated. Come on. Its right here! Stan, I beat you. Even though you have excellent eyesight.


  Benjamin started ahead, quickly, and I hung on to him, tugging his hand to try to get him to remember how we walk. Its something we worked out together a couple of years ago and he likes
  doing it, but I guess he was excited about going on a plane again, and his hand slipped out of mine as he trotted away.


  Benjamin! I called, waiting for him to come back.


  It was probably only a second or two but I freaked out and rushed after him, then kicked into a bag or something, and went sprawling full length on the floor.


  Even in the noise of the airport I heard everyone around me go quiet as they watched and I knew Id made a stunning spectacle of myself. Id landed with my legs over the bag and my
  arms flung out in front of me.


  Am I invisible? a man said, angrily.


  My sunglasses had shot off my face somewhere and I heard him sigh.


  Why dont you look where youre going? My laptops in there.


  I got to my feet and managed to kick his bag again.


  For Gods sake, he said.


  Im sorry, I muttered. Sorry.


  I kept my head down as the man unzipped his bag, grumbling.


  Benjamin? I said, but he was already back at my side.


  Are you okay, Laureth? he asked, pushing something into my hands. Heres your glasses.


  I slipped them on quickly.


  Im really sorry, I said in the direction of the man, and held my hand out for Benjamin to take. Wed better get a move on.


  Benjamin took my hand and this time walked with me properly, in our secret way.


  Theres a queue, he said, coming to a stop. Its only short.


  The first gate, I said to myself. Thats what Dad would have called it. The first person I had to pass; the assistant at the check-in desk.


  Its our go, whispered Benjamin.


  Next customer, please!


  It was the woman at the desk.


  I squeezed Benjamins hand, and bent down to whisper back.


  Wait here.


  Why?


  You know why, I said, which gave me the task of walking the few paces up to the desk by myself.


  I was glad it was summer, and hot outside, because it looks less weird wearing sunglasses when the suns shining, even indoors, but after falling over some grumpy guys bag I
  didnt want to draw any more attention to myself.


  Where are you travelling today? asked the woman, before I was even at the desk.


  I thought about my friend Harry at school. Hes amazing. Hed have tried making a couple of clicks to figure out where the desk was, but I guessed it probably wouldnt have
  worked even for him; there was way too much background noise. Besides, theres always the risk that someone thinks youre pretending to be a dolphin. Not cool. Instead, I swept my hands
  up slowly but smoothly, and was very pleased that Id got the distance almost exactly right. I mean, I banged my shins painfully into some kind of metal foot rail in front of the desk, but I
  did my best to keep a straight face and plonked our passports on the desk.


  Er, New York, I said. JFK. 9:55.


  The woman took our passports.


  Any bags to check in?


  Er, no, I said. Just hand baggage.


  I turned and showed her my backpack, and waved a hand towards Benjamin, praying hed stayed where Id left him.


  Short break, is it? Doing anything nice?


  I told her the truth. What I hoped was the truth.


  Going to see our dad, I said.


  She paused.


  How old are you, Miss Peak?


  Sixteen.


  And thats your brother, is it?


  I nodded.


  And hes . . . ?


  Oh, hes seven. It said on the website he can travel with me if hes five. And hes seven. And Im sixteen, so I, I mean we, we thought that . . . 


  Oh yes, said the woman, thats fine, I was just asking. But does the bird have a passport?


  I told you! cried Benjamin from somewhere behind me.


  Its okay, love, said the woman. Im joking. He doesnt need a passport.


  He doesnt need a passport, I said. Then I felt stupid and shut up.


  Can I have a look at your bird? the woman said, over my shoulder.


  I have to stay here, said Benjamin.


  Why does he have to stay there? said the woman to me.


  Suddenly things were going in the wrong direction.


  You know, I said, trying a smile. Small boys. I mean, he doesnt have to stay there, but well, small boys.


  Are you okay, Miss Peak? the woman asked. Her voice was suddenly serious.


  Oh. Yes. You know. Anxious.


  The flights not for an hour and a half. Youve plenty of time.


  Oh, no, I said, feeling more desperate to get away than ever. I mean about flying. And you know, theres Benjamin.


  I heard her laugh.


  Twins, she announced. My boys are such a handful, and just his age. And theres two of them, so count yourself lucky. Whenever we go on holiday its like
  weve declared war on the poor country.


  I laughed. I thought I sounded really nervous, but the woman didnt seem to notice.


  Have a nice flight, she said.


  She put the passports back on the desk.


  Boarding is 8:55. Should be gate 35. For your own reassurance it would be sensible to watch for any changes.


  So then there was just the small issue of picking the passports back up off the counter. I made a gentle sweep across the desk and with relief found them straight away.


  Thank you, I said. Benjamin. Hold my hand. You know how you get lost so easily.


  Benjamin came over and took my hand.


  I dont! he protested, and then, since he was being indignant about it, forgot to squeeze my hand to show me which way to go.


  I froze, though what I really wanted to do was get him away from the nice womans desk before he could do any serious damage.


  Which way do we go? I asked her.


  Departures is upstairs, she said. Escalators are over there.


  Benjamin, I said. Benjamin? Shall we . . . ?


  But, bless him, by then he was already pulling me away from the desk, in the right direction. Hes remarkably good to me, mostly.


  The first gate had been passed.


  Are we going to find Daddy now? Benjamin asked, as we rode up the escalators to Departures.


  Yes, I said. Were going to find Daddy now.


  


  


  


  


  


  The Black Book


  


  


  


  


  Thing: a word which Mr Woodell, my English teacher, tells me I use way too much. But sometimes there is no better word to use than
  thing.


  For example, there are a couple of vital things to know when abducting your little brother, even if youre not really: thing one, its much simpler if he doesnt know
  youre abducting him, and thing two, it makes the guilt easier to bear if you have a really good reason why youre abducting him.


  I passed both of these with flying colours.


  On thing one, Benjamin was perfect. Old enough to be useful, young enough not to know that you dont just leave your house early on a Saturday morning to fly to America with your big
  sister.


  Isnt Mummy coming? hed asked, when Id woken him.


  Mummys going to Auntie Sarahs today, dont you remember?


  It was only seven oclock, and on a Saturday morning at that. Mum had already left, to beat the worst of the traffic to Manchester, she said, leaving me with strict instructions about when
  to get Benjamin up, what to get him to eat and so on, as if I didnt do it a lot anyway. When Im home at weekends and in the holidays I often look after Benjamin because Mums
  shifts can be dead awkward. So shes not there a lot and Dad, well, Dads often away these days. With the fairies, Mum says.


  

  
  [image: ]

  
  As for thing two; that had only begun the evening before, when Id checked Dads email for him. Dad pays me twenty pounds a month to check his fan mail and other
  random communications that come via his website. Id started doing it for him when he was away on trips, but pretty soon he asked me to check it all the time, since I was doing it so well and
  since it made him less stressed not to have to read every single one.


  I tell Dad if theres anything important that he needs to know, and otherwise I send back one of the standard replies that he has saved in a folder on the desktop, always at hand, because
  ninety per cent of the emails fall into one of three categories.


  Theres the reply for I am an aspiring writer and I would like you to read what Ive written. Theres the reply for I read your book and I loved it, please
  will you write more. And theres the reply for I have a question for you; where do you get your ideas from?


  Of course, the questions are always asked a bit differently, but theyre more or less the same.


  When Dad first told me about the pre-written replies, I was a bit shocked. I told him it was ungrateful of him  after all, he wouldnt have a job without his readers, the people who
  actually buy his books. He was silent for a while and then he said, Yes, Laureth. Youre right.


  He sighed. Believe me, it means everything to get letters like these. But Im just so busy at the moment . . . 


  I still wasnt convinced it was the right thing to do, but the idea of some extra pocket money was too much to resist; Ive always got a list of audiobooks that I want as long as my
  arm, so I agreed.


  Oh, and theres a fourth category of emails, which go like this: I read your book and it sucked. I mean it really sucked. Youre a terrible writer. Dads less
  keen on those.


  We dont have a pre-written reply for this category, because Dad says we dont need to reply to people who arent polite. It makes me angry when I open an email like that. I
  think Dads books are really good. Well, most of them. He works so hard on them, and I cant believe how easy people find it to be mean. It doesnt happen that often but the first
  time I got one it made me want to send a totally nasty message back, but then Dad asked me why Id want to. What would it achieve? He laughed, an empty sort of laugh, and warned me never to
  get involved with those sorts of people. He has a friend, another writer, who once replied with a torrent of abuse to an email criticising her novel. She called the person whod sent it an
  illiterate monkey with nuts for brains, only she didnt say nuts. It was all over the internet the following week and his friend got into no end of trouble for it. She doesnt
  get asked to speak at book festivals anymore, for one thing.


  Anyway, I was plugging away through the emails as usual, and cutting and pasting Dads replies, adding a little personal touch on the end here and there if I thought it was a particularly
  nice email, because I know just what Dad would say, and then I came across one that was different. Very different.


  I had VoiceOver turned way up, to almost top speed, so when I heard the subject of the email the first time, I didnt quite catch it.


  I fumbled around with the settings on the Mac to slow its speech rate down and then played the subject line again.


  The Black Book.


  That grabbed me at once, because the Black Book is what Dad calls his notebook. He has lots of notebooks, hardback notebooks, always the same, and theyre all called the Black Book. He
  calls them that because theyre white, apparently, and apparently thats funny, but I dont really see why.


  As I listened to the message, my skin went cold.


  The email came from someone called Michael Walker, and he said that hed found Dads notebook, and had seen the email address inside the cover and wanted to claim the reward that was
  offered.


  The email finished like this:


  
    
      
        I note that the value of the reward is 50 and so I think I must be right in saying that youre British. Id like to enquire what the dollar
        equivalent would be, should I return your book to you. Yours, Mr Michael Walker.

      

    

  


  What made my skin go cold was the word dollar. That probably meant America, I knew. Which was odd, to say the least, because Dad was supposed to be in Europe. In
  Switzerland.


  Something wasnt right. Dads not the most normal of people you could ever meet, thats true. But even for him, this was unlikely behaviour.


  I went and found Mum. She was in her bedroom, packing to go to Auntie Sarahs, I guessed.


  Mum, I said, is there anywhere in Europe that uses dollars?


  Laureth, youre sixteen. You can do your geography assignments by yourself now.


  Mum, its the summer holidays, I said. Its not schoolwork. I just want to know which countries use dollars.


  Why dont you look it up? Google it? You need to be more independent.


  That would have been enough to drive me crazy on any other day. On any other day Id have been cross, because on the one hand Mum wont let me do anything by myself, and on the other
  shes always telling me I have to learn to look after myself better because no one else is going to. The fact that she was going to Auntie Sarahs, without us, overnight was something
  of a miracle in itself, and clearly showed the mood she was in.


  Never mind, I said.


  Then, trying to sound as casual as I could, I added, Listen. Wheres Dad?


  She sighed.


  Austria. Switzerland. Somewhere like that.


  When did you last hear from him?


  I hadnt heard from him myself in days. Which was most odd. Usually hes pretty good at keeping in touch, with texts at least.


  Laureth, I dont have time for this.


  She sighed again. I waited.


  About a week ago. Maybe longer. Why?


  Because hes had an email. Someones found his notebook. In America.


  Mum didnt say anything, but she stopped moving around for a moment. Then she went on packing.


  I think somethings happened to him, I said. Mum didnt answer.


  Mum, I said


  I heard you. Look, its probably someone playing a prank, thats all.


  Mum


  Then she yelled at me.


  Laureth! Just leave it, will you?


  She followed that by going silent on me. I stomped back to the little spare room Dad uses as an office, and after a while I began to think that, well, maybe she had a point. Maybe it was this
  months loony email. Dad has a private competition every month for the craziest message, something Id been happily judging since Id taken over checking the account.


  I sat in front of the Mac again.


  I thought about Mum, and then I thought about Dad. I thought about how things used to be and about how they were now. None of this thinking made me feel very happy, so instead I put my fingers
  back on the keyboard.


  I kept it short; no point wasting my fingertips on loonies.


  
    
      
        How do I know you have my notebook?


        Jack Peak.

      

    

  


  I always sign myself as Dad. Its probably illegal to pretend to be someone youre not but it makes life easier than explaining that Im his daughter and
  Im replying on his behalf. People wouldnt want to know that anyway, they just want a reply from the actual writer.


  I sat there trying to think what else to do.


  I picked up my phone, wondering whether Id get in trouble for using it to call Dad. Abroad. It costs a fortune.


  Then the email pinged and there was another wordy reply from Mr Walker, but the gist of it was this:


  
    
      
        See for yourself.

      

    

  


  VoiceOver told me there were three embedded images. Attachments.


  I swore, then fetched Benjamin. I dragged him into the room and sat him in Dads chair.


  Dont sit too close, I warned him.


  He made a small grumpy noise.


  I need you to look at something, I said. There are some pictures on this email. Tell me what they are.


  Benjamin sighed, but he did as I asked.


  Theres three photos, he said. Theyre like schoolwork. Writing in a book.


  Handwriting?


  Yes.


  Benjamin, do you think they could be pages from Dads notebook?


  Yes. Thats exactly what they are.


  How can you be sure?


  He sighed again.


  Because they have his name. It says reward offered. Theres his email address. Because its his messy writing. Because


  Okay, I said. Okay. Thanks.
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  I thought for a long time.


  Then I phoned Dads mobile from mine.


  There was no answer, it just kept ringing and ringing.


  I went and spoke to Mum again, and told her I was really worried. I told her that I knew Dad was supposed to be in Switzerland doing research for his book, but that his notebook had just turned
  up in America, and that he wasnt answering his phone.


  I could tell things were bad when Mum didnt even have a go at me for calling abroad on my mobile.


  Laureth, she said, and her voice was hard and thin, the way it often was these days when she spoke to Dad. Right now, I could not possibly care less where your father is. Do
  you understand?


  I wouldnt let it go.


  Mum, I said. Im worried. Im worried hes gone missing. Somethings happened. If hed gone to America hed have told us.


  Mum didnt reply to that.


  Hed have told me.


  In the silence I started to wonder; would he? Would he have told me? I hoped that was still true. Dad might be many things, but hes always texting me and messaging me and as I thought
  about that, I realised I hadnt heard from him in days. Maybe longer.


  Look, Laureth, Mum said. Stop being so . . . imaginative.


  She said it as if it was a bad word.


  Mum


  No, thats enough. Youre too much like your father sometimes. Head full of fairy dust. You need to be more responsible, you need to grow up and look after yourself. Be
  sensible. Youre sixteen.


  I ignored all that, even though I wanted to say a million things back, but I didnt. Instead, I said, Mum. Hes gone missing. I know it.


  And she just said quietly, And how would we know if he had, Laureth? How would we know the difference?


  I thought again about saying a million things, and sometimes thing is the only word to use. But I was too angry to say any of them, so I said nothing.


  My mind was full of two final things; worry, and Dad.


  Thats when I decided to go and look for him.
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  You Never Know


  

  

  

  

  When embarking on a manhunt, its vital to understand the psychology of your quarry. Thats what they always say on those detective
  shows on TV. I thought I had a pretty good grip on Dads thought processes, but clearly it needed some work. I mean, I know hes a bit strange, but to go missing? Thats not Dad.
  Its just not him. Its more like a story  but then again, fact and fiction, he always says, are hard to tell apart. You never know the difference for sure.


  I suppose he would say that, being a writer, but he says when youve spent long enough making things up to seem as real as you can, it begins to get hard to tell one from the other.


  He says lots of authors have said the same thing, over the years, which is why you should never trust the autobiography of a writer; theyre just too good at making things up, and more to
  the point, theyre good at believing that what theyve made up is actually true.


  Its when he talks like that that Mum goes quiet, and then Dad says even more peculiar stuff, and usually has another glass of wine or two.
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  I was thinking about all this when I replied to Mr Walker. I wondered how to ask him if I could trust him without actually saying it. But first I asked him where in the States
  he was. I got an email straight back.


  
    
      
        Woodside. Thats in Queens if youre unfamiliar with the area. Queens is in New York if youre likewise unfamiliar with that.

      

    

  


  I decided to ask him where hed found the book.


  He didnt reply for a few minutes, and I found myself browsing some airline sites. In my head was a news story Id heard the week before. A nine-year-old, a young boy from
  Manchester, had run away from home. Hed flown to Turin before he was stopped. He didnt have a passport, or a ticket. Hed just hung around at the back of a big family group and
  somehow had got through five separate control points. It was only on the plane when he told someone he was running away that the crew radioed ahead to Turin. Who knows where he might have ended up
  if hed kept his mouth shut?


  I had no idea if I could fly by myself. I thought it would prove to be impossible, but I was wrong. Being sixteen I was entirely free to fly on my own, without the need to register as an
  unaccompanied minor. All I needed was a letter from my parents saying I was travelling alone. Five minutes on Pages fixed that.


  I stopped myself. There was no way I could do it. I hated to admit it, but it was true. It was one thing to get around by myself at school. Thats different. I know where everything is. I
  know everyone. They know me.


  But its not the real world.


  I waited for a reply from Mr Walker, and while I did, I read the section about younger passengers. Id put headphones on because I didnt want Mum to come down the
  corridor and hear what I was reading, even though that was unlikely. She never comes into Dads study unless its to get me off the computer. She says I spend far too much time on it.
  Shes probably right.


  I couldnt quite believe it, but it seemed that it was also fine for Benjamin to fly, as long as he was with someone over fifteen.


  My heart began to bounce about in my chest then, because there was one last possible obstacle. But though I read and read, and searched in all the ways I could, for disabled, and
  impaired, and accessibility and so on and so on for something that meant I wasnt allowed to fly by myself, there was nothing. Nothing to say I couldnt, although
  there was nothing to say I could either.


  It seemed to be whats called a grey area, so there and then I decided to take Benjamin and walk straight into that peculiar mixture of what Im told is black and white.
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  I wanted Dads notebook. I knew hed be desperate if he lost it. He once lost it for ten minutes and you would have thought the world had ended. Its because
  its full of gold, or thats what he calls it, anyway.


  Ive had a new idea, I
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