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Prologue



MY DIARY

Down there, it happened. Down by the ruined cottage. That’s where it all began. And I didn’t expect any of it—let alone want it to happen to me.

I mean, I’m just an ordinary person. Jessica White, fourteen, no particular skills. So why me? But so much has happened since it all began. So much, in fact, I’ve decided I have to write it down. I found this huge empty box file in the small library. I’ll make a record of the whole thing—the symbols, the flute; I’m even keeping the chat room printouts! I need to keep track of it all. Plus I’ll go mad if I don’t. Or maybe I am mad? After all, it’s in the family—madness.

Madness is a distinct possibility.










Chapter One



THERE ARE TWO MEMBERS IN THE CHAT ROOM:

JESS AND AVRIL

AVRIL: So have the Enemy calmed down yet?

JESS: Mom and Dad? Are you kidding? You’d think I’d had tattoos done. It was only a tiny nose ring, for crying out loud! And it was over a week ago, before we even moved here!

AVRIL: Hayley’s mom grounded her, for a whole week!

JESS: Poor Hayley!

AVRIL: It ended yesterday. She’ll be here any minute—we’re off to a party.

JESS: Lucky things! Say hi to her from me. Tell them I miss them all.

AVRIL: So did they make you take the nose ring out?

JESS: No way! That’s why Dad isn’t talking to me.

AVRIL: So what’s the new house like?

JESS: Gross. Falling apart. Old. Full of crummy old stuff. My room’s okay though—it’s the whole attic. Massive. Half carpeted, half bare boards—Dad’s put a barre up, and a mirror.

AVRIL: Cool! Your own personal dance studio!

JESS: Well, there’s not much else to do in this godforsaken dump. This will be my summer of hell. There are no kids here my age—just toddlers. If I didn’t have Domino, I’d die of boredom.

AVRIL: I miss taking him for walks. Mom still won’t let me get a dog. How’s he settling down?

JESS: Oh, he loves it. Lots of rabbits and seagulls to chase. That’s all he cares about.

AVRIL: By the way, you left your purple leotard in my room, and your Swat CD.

V HAS NOW ENTERED THE CHAT ROOM

JESS: I’ve been looking for that CD everywhere! Send it to me?

AVRIL: Oops—doorbell. Hayley’s here, gotta go. Talk tomorrow? XXX

AVRIL HAS NOW LEFT THE CHAT ROOM

V: Greetings.

JESS: Hey! Didn’t know you could just butt in like that. This is a private room!


V: So you think Lume is a godforsaken place, huh?

JESS: What?

V: For an island, it is a bit remote. But you are wrong. There’s a lot going on here.

JESS: I never said I was on Lume. Who are you?

V: V

JESS: V? What does the V stand for?

V: V

V HAS NOW LEFT THE CHAT ROOM








Chapter Two



MY DIARY

It’s been sooooo hot all day. And I’m furious. Mad at the heat, mad at Mom and Dad. Sick and tired of this new place with all its stupid “wonderful ancient links.”

I don’t care about any of that stuff—I just miss Avril. Not to mention swimming pools. Real ones, I mean—clean places to swim, with no seaweed in them to sneak around my legs like green snakes. Yuck.

So today I was determined to get out of doing Mom’s latest task. I mean—sanding down another baseboard? Oh, puh-leeze! I’d rather sand my own skin than spend another minute doing this stupid restoration work. Big House, my foot! It’s just a Big Pile of Rubbish. Mom inherited it but never wanted to live here until now. Well I wish she still didn’t—it’s nothing but a relic. The whole place is falling apart. As for Dad, he’s just as bad. Mom’s nagging him to mend the scullery door—it’s almost off its hinges—but all he can think about is his latest project.

“Come on, Jess—the chickens arrive tomorrow. We need to dig them a run—go get the spade, chop chop.”

Yes, Dad. No, Dad. Three bags full, Dad.

So I ran away—didn’t even take the dog—just went. They can all get lost.

 

Today I found the only place I like here so far. It’s a ways from the Big House, just above the cliffs. There’s a small stone seat halfway there, so I can even have a break if I want to, on the way there and back—a place to sit and daydream.

Best of all, They don’t even know it’s here! It’s really, really hidden—a huge clump of bushes and trees—you have to really fight your way in. Nettles, too—the place is thick with them. You need to wear jeans, sneakers, long sleeves, despite the heat. As it was, I got scratched to pieces.

I’d stolen the shovel from the shed, just to annoy Dad. Hah! Let him look. Serve him right. The shovel was my machete—I hacked my way through. Chop chop, Dad.

Suddenly I was through. And that’s how I found the clearing.

It’s quiet in there. A small clearing, circled by trees. Trees like high green walls, all round. You can’t see the sea through them, but you can hear it, below in the bay. But apart from that, there’s hardly any sound. Just a stillness. Like stepping into a church or a bathroom with nothing in it.

Only there is.

Something in it, I mean.

 

A cottage. Or what’s left of a cottage. Half stone, half rotting wood. Ivy all over it, the roof caved in at one corner. Broken windows. Like eyes. They made the hairs stand up at the back of my neck. And then I had the weirdest feeling—sick, cold, a bit dizzy. It doesn’t feel like any normal place. But this afternoon, I shrugged the shivers off.

Tumbledown or not, it is a fantastic hideout. A good den, where They can never find me.

So. Time to explore.

The door was stiff, half off its hinges. The doorstep, an odd black stone, very shiny, as shiny as glass. Through the layer of dead leaves and yuck, some words shone through. Words, written on the doorstep! Carved, rather. Some English words, and some symbols of some sort. Weird. Curly signs and straight signs, quite pretty. The only two I can remember were like this:

[image: image]

Scraping the leaves away, I found the English words:

 

WHERE --SILON DWELLS

 


There were a couple of spaces where some letters were missing, worn away by long-ago footsteps. But still—it looked like part of someone’s name.

And I suddenly realized I was about to step into a cottage with a whole history, a house someone had lived in, maybe even died in. Someone with the letters “SILON” in their name. Man? Woman? Old? Young?

I had to find out. It was time to go in. But the whole doorway was stiff to open and covered in brambles. Chopping away with the shovel, I could sense it behind them—that stillness. And the heat. The heat reached for me through the greenery, which is odd, really—broken windows, a gap in the roof, lots of air in the place. But so hot!

Insects buzzed in the roses that crawled over everything, inside and out. Climbing roses—they’re all over back at the Big House, too, growing over everything. (“They just need taming,” Mom had said. “They’ve just gone a bit wild, that’s all.” Hypocrite! If you ask me, it’s her that needs taming.)

Anyway. The shovel hacked me a way in at last.

Maybe it was my eyes, after the bright sun? Maybe I was still feeling light-headed? I’m not sure. But I saw it, clear as day. Just for an instant.

A man stood in one corner. A very tall man, dressed in dark, long clothes. His hand rested on the back of an old, empty rocking chair.


But then I blinked, and suddenly it was gone. Not a man. Just an old coat, hanging on a cupboard door. One sleeve draped forward, onto the back of the rocking chair. That was all.

I was scared half to death, I can tell you! But then I stared around and realized what I’d found. The place is fully furnished. An excellent place for a den. Just wait till I tell Avril.

But for some reason, it was hard to walk a step farther, to explore. The whole cottage seemed to be watching me—everything seemed to be watching my every move. The broken glass on the kitchen cabinet in the corner—like an eye, winking. A dusty mirror on the wall, catching the flash of my eyes. And pots—pots everywhere, on shelves, tables, the floor—pots and boxes of all shapes and sizes. Everything thick with leaves and dust, in shadows where spiders lurked. The whole place felt odd—not unfriendly, really, just . . . Oh, I don’t know. As if I wasn’t welcome there.

I’m stubborn—or so they tell me all the time. So I whistled a bit, to tell these old walls I wasn’t scared. But—I’m not explaining it very well—even the whistling was wrong. A strange tune, a bit oriental, one I’ve certainly never whistled before—it just seemed to go with the house. I stopped the tune, but it went on in my head, an eerie snippet of Arabian Nights.

That’s when I stepped forward.


Something creaked. Something moved. I whirled round.

The chair was rocking!

Ever so slightly, it rocked and creaked. The black sleeve rocked with it, as if a dark hand had set it moving.

It was too much for me—I ran.

Out, out, out into the clearing, with the birdsong and the buzzing insects and the sun beating down.

I ran to the other side of the clearing and sat down by an old garden wall. I stared back at the cottage. I was panting, couldn’t seem to stop panting. I stared at the door, the windows, upstairs and down. They stared back at me, clouds in their eyes. “Keep out,” they seemed to say.

Oh, I know it all sounds crazy, but honest, it was freaky. Really, really freaky.

Like the cottage was . . . sort of . . . alive. Or not the cottage. No. Something in the cottage, alive and watching and . . . in charge?

 

What made me turn then and press my hot forehead into the cold stone wall, to cool it down?

What made me get annoyed at the blasted ivy everywhere and drag a handful away, so my forehead could just touch stone?

What made me chose that one place—the only place on the wall (I cleared it and found out—there are no more) with something carved on it?

There it was suddenly, in front of my eyes. An arrow.

My whole stomach turned over, I still don’t know why. It was just an arrow, for heaven’s sake. An arrow, pointing downward into the ground. But . . . what a weird place for an arrow! So close to the ground, and pointing nowhere. Just into the earth. Unless . . . 

Curiosity got the better of me. I glanced across at the cottage, but there was nothing wrong about it now. Just an old ruin, that’s all. So I turned my back on it and began to dig.

Leaves first—layers of them, rotted to skeletons. Then the stones, and the earth—two, three feet of it. Down, down, directly under the arrow. It was tiring work, I can tell you, but I wouldn’t give up.

Behind me, the house now looked snug and cozy, drowsing in the heat. I got the distinct feeling that the house was content again, watching me dig. Crazy—crazy girl! Get a grip! Get back to digging!

But I knew I’d find something.

And I did—seconds later, my shovel hit something with a dull thud.

And that’s how I found the bucket.








Chapter Three



THERE ARE TWO MEMBERS IN THE CHAT ROOM:

AVRIL AND JESS

AVRIL: A bucket? Is that all? I thought you were going to say treasure or something!

JESS: You would. You watch too many movies. This is the real world.

AVRIL: So what’s it like, this . . . er . . . bucket?

JESS: Dirty. Or at least it was. I cleaned it up later. In my room—didn’t want Mom or Dad to see it.

AVRIL: Why not? Why keep a secret about a bucket? That place is getting to you.

JESS: It’s wood. And yellow metal, with hoops all around.

AVRIL: Gold!

JESS: No such luck—just brass, I think. Very old. The wood’s dark, heavy.

AVRIL: Anything in it?

JESS: Nope. Well—a worm.


AVRIL: Well, what you gonna do with it?

JESS: The worm?

AVRIL: No, stupid—the bucket! The boring, boring BUCKET!

JESS: Dunno.

V HAS NOW ENTERED THE CHAT ROOM

V: Hello, Jess.

JESS: But there was something carved on it. On the base.

AVRIL: What?

JESS: A symbol—a bit like half a feather, on its side. And a word. EPSILON.

AVRIL: Epsilon? What’s that supposed to mean?

JESS: Dunno.

V: Hello, Jess.

JESS: Just ignore the intruder, by the way.

AVRIL: Intruder? Huh?

JESS: V. He gate-crashed last time, too. Probably some nerdy adolescent somewhere. Just ignore him.

AVRIL: Ignore who? Look, I’ve gotta go—Baz is coming round, supposedly to do homework!!!

JESS: Baz? My Baz? I’ve only been gone a week and you and my Baz are doing homework together?!!!!!!!!

AVRIL: Your Baz? Oh, please—pass me a bucket! Hah hah.

JESS: Oh, very funny.


AVRIL: Well I’ll leave you to decide what to do with your precious bucket and talk tomorra, okay?

JESS: << . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . >>

AVRIL: Okay?

JESS: << . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .>>

AVRIL: Tsk tsk! Sulky! ’Bye then. XXX

AVRIL HAS NOW LEFT THE CHAT ROOM

V: Hello, Jess.

JESS: Get lost. Stop intruding.

V: Actually, I am not an adolescent, as you told Avril. I am very old.

JESS: So what? Big deal. And what does the letter V stand for?

V: V is a letter that is not a letter.

JESS: ? Do you always talk in riddles? Oh, just get lost.

V: Wait until sunset. Then put it in your window. Right in the center.

JESS: What?

V: The bucket.

V HAS NOW LEFT THE CHAT ROOM








Chapter Four



MY DIARY

Avril might be a pain, but she’s right about one thing. This room’s perfect for dancing. Plus, They hardly ever come up here. Private. I can play my guitar as long as I like, spread all my music out. Or pretend to do Their boring homeschooling books. Stupid idiots.

I can put on my music, loud as I want—dance the whole length of the attic. They can’t even hear me thumping around! There’s a whole floor in between me and Them. Nothing much in it. Empty rooms, an old bathroom, even a dusty, claustrophobic little library.

Mom and Dad have taken the entire bottom floor for Themselves. Mom calls it “our suite.” Her art studio’s down there, and Dad’s darkroom. Then Their bedroom, the kitchen, dining room, living room. Two living rooms, in fact, with all our old furniture from home looking lost in the corners. It’s a real mess, everything crammed in with stuff that was left here and came with this horrible, horrible house.

But up here, it’s much simpler. I like things simple. There was a bed already in here, with carvings of four swans, one in each corner of the headboard. It’s huge—at least a double size. And Dad said it’d be too hard to get down the curve in the attic stairs anyway, so I’ve kept that. They got me a new mattress for it, of course. Then there’s my new wardrobe, the barre, an easel, CD stack, laptop. My desk and PC, my beanbags and bookshelves. Oh, and my globe lamp. And that’s about it.

So it’s miles and miles of floor space. (My bedroom is the second thing I like here, but I’d never admit it to Them.)

Talking about my PC, I still can’t understand it. Avril can’t seem to see V when he—or she—comes into the chat room. After I’d printed the whole chat out, I did my own security check, looked in the room history. It said there were only two people in the chat room all evening—me and Avril! This is impossible. So I had another look at the screen. All my and Avril’s chat was still there on the page—but not one word of my chat with V. It had just disappeared from the screen.

Whoever V is, Avril can’t see him/her/it. Mom and Dad are always telling me about pervs on the Internet, but it can’t be one of them. Because whoever comes into a chat room always leaves a trace—it’s part of the security system. But this V left no trace. It’s as if he didn’t exist. I’ll have to ask Dad—computers are his second love, after all. So he should know.

So—who is V? What did he mean, “V is a letter that is not a letter”?

And how does he know I’m on this island? Is V on Lume, too?

Gotta go—Mom’s calling me, lunch is ready. Smells like leftover spaghetti bolognese from last night. Great. More later.








Chapter Five



MY DIARY—NEXT DAY

This is getting weirder! Maybe I am going crazy? But hang on, let me start at the beginning.

First off, last night I was grounded. Again. What a rotten day yesterday was! I am so sick of Mom. Her and her baseboards. She made me do two really long ones, to make up for not helping the day before! Witch.

Dad was still angry—even when his precious chickens arrived. Big deal. Lots of flapping and squawking, I thought at least a hundred chickens had come, but no—there were only two! Noisy little things. Rhode Island Reds, apparently. Still, they are funny. Kinda cute. Dad put them in the new run—not dug in the right way at all, since I’d stolen the shovel. Which is why he isn’t really speaking to me. He has this horrible habit of talking to anything nearby, instead of to me, when he’s angry. Last night it was the chickens.


“So, what are you fine auburn ladies called then, eh?”

I nearly threw up on the spot, but the chickens just scurried about, boc-boc-bocking.

“Pardon? What did you say? Your names are Boc and Boc-Boc? Splendid, splendid! I’m sure Jess will come to like you, once she stops sulking. As it is, she can just stop glaring at me and go and make me a nice cup of tea. Can’t she, Boc-Boc? And she can do it without that scowl. You’ll never lay any eggs at this rate, poor things!”

My dad. He is sooooooo embarrassing.

And so it went on, all evening. Supper was horrible, really strained. Mom’s back was bothering her, what with all the painting and sanding. It always makes her bad tempered. Dad kept jumping up from the table to dash to the back door and snap the sunset (which, I have to admit, does look good against the sea).

Each time he got up, Mom tutted, ever so slightly.

She kept asking me did I like it here, and what did I like, and what did I think of all the old stuff left in the house, and did I want any of it for my room? “For your penthouse suite.” She smirked. On and on and on, questions, questions. Didn’t I like the patio and gazebo at the back? Didn’t I even like the natural swimming pool? Acres and acres of ancient land, didn’t I like anything at all, for crying out loud?!


In the end, she just sat still and stared. Dad rushed back, cameras swinging, knocking the saltshaker over. I went on shoveling in rice pudding, knowing it was coming. Sure enough, here it came: Mom’s formal voice.

“Jessica. If you are completely determined to dislike it here, that is quite all right by me. But I refuse to communicate with my daughter in the sulky language of shrugs. If you cannot utter words like a normal human being, then take your silence up to your room and sulk alone. Do not inflict it on me.”

Same old thing. Her Head Teacher head on again.

Not to be outdone, Dad picked up his precious Canon EOS-1n and spoke into it.

“Shutters down again, eh? All systems closed? Ah well. Bed, I think is the best place for her—don’t you, Elizabeth? We’ll all try again tomorrow.”

So that’s how I came to be in bed, stupidly early, watching the sun go down.

And so I saw the message. I don’t know what else to call it. I wonder what Avril will make of it? Whatever she thinks, I know what I think. I think this whole place is creepy. And now I can’t ignore the fact that something very, very strange is going on.


THERE ARE TWO MEMBERS IN THE CHAT ROOM:

AVRIL AND JESS

AVRIL: So what happened then? You said something weird happened! TELL!!!

JESS: Well—I lay on my bed. The walls are slanted—you know, they’re attic walls?

AVRIL: Well, yeah. They would be attic walls. Being in an attic. Duh!

JESS: Shut up or I won’t tell you.

AVRIL: Okay. Get on with it then.

JESS: Well, promise not to laugh.

AVRIL: You have my solemn word.

JESS: Well, maybe I dozed. Maybe the light was playing tricks. But suddenly, something appeared on the corner of the wall.

AVRIL: Appeared?

JESS: Well . . . kind of . . . flashed. On and off.

AVRIL: A reflection or something?

JESS: That’s what I thought. Like—you know Mom’s crystals? The ones she hangs in every window?

AVRIL: Yep.

JESS: At first, I thought it was that. ’Cause the sun was setting, kind of slanting through the window. But Avril—there ARE no crystals hanging up in here!

AVRIL: What about mirrors?

JESS: There’s only the barre mirror, and that’s miles away, all the way at the other end.

AVRIL: And?

JESS: And so I checked the window. But there’s nothing shiny there, to reflect lights onto the wall!

AVRIL: Oh, gawd. Is this tale actually going anywhere?

JESS: Listen!!! There’s nothing on my windowsill. Just the bucket.

AVRIL: Ah—the famous bucket. <<Yawn>>

JESS: Shut up and LISTEN! The light flashed again, and this time, it stayed. Only there were more of them! Lots of lights, about two inches high.

AVRIL: Don’t tell me. You have been abducted by aliens and are writing this from the planet Zog.

JESS: Do you want to hear this or not?

AVRIL: Not.

AVRIL HAS NOW LEFT THE CHAT ROOM

JESS: Avril? Avril?

V: She has gone.

JESS: Gone? But she never goes without three kisses!


V: I made her go.

JESS: You little creep! But why? And anyway, when did you enter the chat room?

V: I’ve been here all the time.

JESS: How come there’s no trace of you in the PC?

V: Tell me about the lights. What did you do?

JESS: Why should I tell you? You apparently don’t exist!

V: Tell me. Hurry—we don’t have much time.

JESS: No time? Who are you? What’s going on?

V: The lights, Jess. What did you DO?

JESS: Okay, okay, keep your hair on. I stood on a chair to see them better, and I worked out where they were coming from, okay?

V: And where were they coming from?

JESS: The bucket. The bucket I dug up from under an arrow at the cottage. The bucket that you told me to put in my window. The bucket that is solid wood and brass and has no glassy pieces to reflect anything onto a wall.

V: What did it reflect onto the wall?

JESS: << . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . .. . . .  . . . >>

V: Stop ignoring me and tell me—what was it, Jess?

JESS: << . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .>>

V: <<Sigh>> While you decide whether to trust me or not, can I remind you we don’t have much time?

JESS: Okay. Symbols. They were symbols. Thirty-seven of them, projected onto the wall by the bucket, and I stood on a chair risking my neck to see them, and I copied them down, and then the sun went down and they vanished. Okay, now will you please tell me what is going ON!!!

V: So—you copied them down. That is good. Well, the rest is simple. Now all you have to do is translate them.

JESS: Oh, yeah, right, is that all?

V: Do it. Hurry.

JESS: How? And why the big hurry?

V: The volcano stone.

JESS: Pardon?

V: The black doorstep, of course. At the cottage.

JESS: Look. Who are you? How did you know about the black doorstep? I didn’t even mention that to Avril!

V HAS NOW LEFT THE CHAT ROOM








Chapter Six



MY DIARY

Still very hot. Headache weather. I’m not sure I can work all this out. It’s all happening so fast—first the cottage, the doorstep, the symbols, then the arrow, which led to the bucket, which led to some signs on a wall. To say nothing of V, whoever he/she/it is—someone Avril can’t even see in the chat room—and neither can the PC security check! It’s all crazy. My head’s spinning.

Still, I just ran back down to the cottage, copied down the symbols on the door stone. Had a closer look at the stone itself. It’s really unusual—shiny black glass. I suppose the mysterious V is right—it’s volcanic. Strange choice for a doorstep—glass!

They think I’m doing my homework now, and anyway They’ve gone to look for fossils on the beach. So.

1. Here are the symbols from the cottage doorstep:


[image: image]

2. Here are the English words that are written under them:

 

WHERE --SILON DWELLS

 

3. And here are the symbols from my bedroom wall:

[image: image]

So there they all are. They look strange in this diary, out of place, like something you might come across in an old archive office. Not something you find in the average teenage bedroom. I’m reluctant to begin working them out.

Yet I can’t just keep on sitting here, staring at them. Okay, I’ll admit it. I’m scared, really. I keep wondering what might happen if I do decipher them?

But I can’t not decipher it—can I? Who in the whole world would be able to crumple all this up and throw it away? What choice do I have, really? No choice at all.

I’m pretty good at puzzles and things. But there isn’t a lot to go on. Probably not enough to crack the whole alphabet. I’ve worked out that some of the little dots and squiggles under and over other symbols must be letters in themselves. (Vowels, in fact—E and I.) That alone took me forever—maybe I’m not as clever as I thought. Still, only one way to find out. Here goes . . . .

 

This is not easy. Like I said—those dots and squiggles threw me for a while. For a start, there are five letters in the word “where.” But only three symbols in the word carved right above it, from the cottage doorstep.

It’s the same with the last word—“dwells.” Six letters in “dwells,” only five symbols.

So . . . the funny little dots (or squiggles) below or above another symbol must be separate letters in themselves. Yes. So back to the word “where.” The dots below must be the vowel E—because there are two of them, just like in the word “where.”

And so that small curly blob under a letter in the second word must be another vowel—I. (Something something “silon.”)

Now it makes more sense.

As to the “--silon,” what else could it be but “epsilon”? This is the only other word I know connected to the cottage. Epsilon, carved on the base of the bucket. That gives me the P also. The A’s are easy, too—a single-letter word! It can’t be I, as the I’s are already accounted for.

So what I can decipher of the message so far is this:

 

WI_H A _IRRORED DREA_

A _OLLOWED SO_ND

_H_S LE_ I_ _E_IN

 

Going through the alphabet to try out the missing letters; there are some things they cannot possibly be and some things they must be.

DREA_ must be “dream.” It can’t be any other word. Therefore M is [image: image].

I_ must be “it,” since I already have the N so it’s not “in,” and I have S so it’s not “is.” T must be [image: image].

TH_S must be “thus,” since I already have the I, so it’s not “this.” Therefore U is [image: image].

_OLLOWED must be “followed,” since I already have the H, so it’s not “hollowed.” Therefore F is [image: image].

And _E_IN must be “begin,” ’cause I can’t think of another word that fits! Therefore B is [image: image] and G is [image: image].

So even though I haven’t got the whole of the alphabet, I have got the whole of this message (or whatever it is). Not that it makes much sense, though.


 

WITH A MIRRORED DREAM

A FOLLOWED SOUND

THUS LET IT BEGIN

 

What’s that supposed to mean?!

Oh, darn it! Mom’s on the second floor, yelling up the attic stairs. They’ve found a whole belemnite, whatever that is. Them and their fossils. Gotta go.








Chapter Seven



MY DIARY—5 A.M.

I’ve just dreamed of my room. This room. This attic bedroom, but with different furniture. There was this heavy table with a small model boat on it, and a blue-tiled washstand in the corner. The whole floor was bare boards—no swirly blue carpet at this end. Only the bed was the same, my huge bed with a swan carved in each corner of the headboard. My bed. But there was a stranger asleep in it!

It was a boy—a brown-haired boy, about thirteen years old. I keep trying to sketch what he looked like.

He woke up suddenly, sat up in my bed, and lit a candle. He leaped out of bed. He was wearing a nightie! He ran to the table. He grabbed a nib pen, dipped it in some ink. “Quick, quick!” he kept muttering. But he kept fumbling, kept dropping the pen. Three small blots splashed sideways across the paper. He tutted, wiped one of the blots away with his finger, and went on scribbling. No—not just scribbling—drawing!


I couldn’t see what he was drawing. But whatever it was, he drew it fast, a sketch of some sort. Then he turned the paper over and began to write. More and more words, scrawled fast. Then he ran to the window—my window, only there were these heavy brocaded curtains hanging up—and looked out. Dawn was coming. He rolled the paper up and ran out of the room.

He was still in his nightie.

Down the two flights of stairs he ran, into the scullery. He worked a pump till water came, then he drank straight from the pump, wetting his nightie. But he didn’t seem to notice—he just ran full speed out the back door.

He ran and ran, away from the house, in the direction of the cottage. The sound of his feet thumping the grass, getting fainter. Then another sound came, a soft, eerie sound. Haunting.

Like a flute, being played far away. It came from the direction of the cottage.

I tried to follow it, but in my dream I couldn’t move any faster, and the sound of the flute grew fainter and fainter. Until all I could hear was the sound of the sea over the headland.

Then I woke up.

I put on my lamp—to be honest, I was a bit scared of the dark, which is NOT like me at all. The strongest feeling gripped me, that I had to write it all down in full, sketches, too. Then I would put it in the file from the library. It all seemed so real.

But—sitting here—I can still hear the flute!

Very, very faint. All the time I’ve been writing this, it’s been fading, bit by bit. Yet the fainter it gets, it seems to be more and more—Oh, I don’t know . . . insistent? Soon it may fade altogether.

It’s definitely coming from the direction of the cottage.

It’s no good. I have to go there before the music stops.

I have to get down there. Now.

ONE HOUR LATER

I’ve just got back from the cottage. Can hardly hold the pen. Still shaking. What on earth is going on? I’m terrified.

 

The cottage was still in shadow. Cold shadows. Creepy. The birds began to sing—but the flute was the loudest sound now. Coming from behind the cottage door.

The door was closed! I’d left it open, three days ago. Who had closed it? Maybe the wind? Ridiculous—it was too stiff for the wind to move it at all.

Domino didn’t like it either. He wouldn’t come close—not even up the little path to the door. He sat in the garden, whined a bit. I called and called him, but he just sat and bristled.

I reached out for the handle, decided to do it quickly—shoved the door open.

The flute music stopped.

But the flute was there. It fell from midair. It clattered to the table. It rolled onto the floor. As if whoever had been playing it had just dropped it. Yet there was no one there.

My legs turned to jelly.

Behind my back, Domino growled.

I can’t describe how sick I felt, sweaty, clammy. But I couldn’t run. I had to go and get that flute! It was as if I had no choice.

Somehow I went and picked it up.

It was made of wood. Something was carved on the mouthpiece. The scraggly, thin symbol of Epsilon. Like half a feather, toppled over. [image: image]

It was dry, dusty. It didn’t look as if anyone had played it for a hundred years, let alone played it a minute earlier.

I lifted it to my mouth and blew. Nothing. Blocked—years of dust and muck. I peered inside. Something was curled up in there. Paper, maybe? I took a deep breath, blew it out. It came out with a piercing shriek.

The paper was whispery dry and yellowed with age. It must be fifty, a hundred years old. I unrolled it, turned it the right way round. As I stared at it, my knees went to water. I knelt down slowly, into the dust of the kitchen floor.

It was a sketch.

A sketch of a girl.

A girl in a bed.

A bed with four swans carved on it.

The girl in the bed was me.

 

This is what I read on the back of the sketch:

 

Just now I have dreamed of a girl. She was sleeping in my bedchamber, in my swan bed. Just as Epsilon had said: “Look for a dream that is not a dream.” This genteel girl was exceedingly real. I have sketched on the back of this paper what she looked like.

She woke up—reached out in the dark—and the earth lit up at her hand! The earth, but very small, it lit up under her fingers. Blue seas, green Africa—oh, everything, very small and bright, brighter than candles, brighter even than the great chandelier downstairs!

And there was this timepiece by her bed—a fine silver thing. Only the very rich have timepieces. And the very gown she wore was silken, with exceeding fine lace, but pale blue.

There was a rug. Blue, too—blue like the sea—but it covered half the floor! It reached all the way to the edges of the walls! One rug, or many rugs cunningly sewn together? I could not tell. But I could feel it soft under my feet.

She wrote something with a pen that was black but did not need an inkwell to make it work. She wrote for a long time, not once needing to dip in. At last she ran to the window and looked out. But the drapes were not the drapes Mama made for me. They were fine as cobwebs—they floated like silver flags. She looked out at the dawn, then put on BREECHES! She was rushing, as if in great alarm.

Then downstairs, where there was a great beast of a dog waiting, a black dog with three white spots along his back. The girl ran into the scullery and drank water from a silver pump that did not need to be pumped! She used the best crystal to drink from, as the gentry do. Then she ran out with the dog, in the direction of the cottage.

But no one else knows about the cottage. Just me and Epsilon.

Maybe she is magic, too? Or whatsoever Epsilon is—maybe she is one of his kind. She has a small, pretty face, with hair as black as a rook’s wing. In her nose, she wore a silver ring. In ancient times, so Epsilon told me, followers of the ’Borus also wore this ring, as a sign to each other. This sign has alarmed me greatly. I have written down all that I saw, as commanded by Epsilon, who bade me commit all these strange happenings to a journal. Whatever Epsilon is, I think it best to trust him. So I must take this at once to Epsilon and ask him what to do.

As Agapetos is my witness, so signed by my hand, this 14th day of July, in the year of our Lord eighteen hundred and ninety-four. Sebastian Wren, aged thirteen years.

 

Across the page, splashed clumsily in his hurry, there were three black inkblots. And one smudged fingerprint. A real fingerprint, with whorls and swirls. A real print. Not the print of a boy from a dream at all. The print of a boy whose name I now know.

Because, over a hundred years ago, a boy called Sebastian Wren dreamed of a girl in an attic. A girl who put on her globe lamp and wrote with her ballpoint pen and ran over her fitted
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