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The children of the Red King, called the endowed









   
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  NarenBloor


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Adopted daughter of Bartholomew Bloor, Naren can send shadow words over great distances. She is descended from the Red Kings grandson who was abducted by pirates and taken to China.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  AsaPike


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  A were-beast. He is descended from a tribe who lived in the Northern forests and kept strange beasts. Asa can change shape at dusk.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  BillyRaven


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Billy can communicate with animals. One of his ancestors conversed with ravens that sat on a gibbet where dead men hung. For this talent he was banished from his village.


 
		

		
		
		
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  LysanderSage


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Descended from an African wise man. He can call up his spirit ancestors.


 
		

		
		 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  TancredTorsson


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  A storm-bringer. His Scandinavian ancestor was named after the thunder god, Thor. Tancred can bring rain, wind, thunder and lightning.


 
		

		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  GabrielSilk


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Gabriel can feel scenes and emotions through the clothes of others. He comes from a line of psychics.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  EmmaTolly


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Emma can fly. Her surname derives from the Spanish swordsman from Toledo, whose daughter married the Red King. He is therefore an ancestor to all the endowed children.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  CharlieBone


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Charlie can travel into photographs and pictures. Through his father he is descended from the Red King, and through his mother, from Mathonwy, a Welsh magician and friend of the Red King.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  DorcasLoom


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Dorcas can bewitch items of clothing. Her ancestor, Lola Defarge, knitted a shrivelling shawl whilst enjoying the execution of the Queen of France in 1793.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Idith and Inez Branko


  
		  	 
		  
				
			 Telekinetic twins, distantly related to Zelda Dobinsky, who has left Bloors Academy.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  JoshuaTilpin


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Joshua has magnetism. His origins are, at present, a mystery. Even the Bloors are unsure where he lives. He arrived at their doors alone and introduced himself. His fees are paid through a private bank.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  UnaOnimous


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Mr Onimouss niece. Una is five years old and her endowment is being kept secret until it has fully developed.


 
		
 
		 
		  	 
			 
				
				  OliviaVertigo


 
		  	 
			 
				
				  Descended from Guanhamara, who fled the Red Kings castle and married an Italian Prince. Olivia is an illusionist. The Bloors are unaware of her endowment.


 
		
 
	 


  The endowed are all descended from the ten children of the Red King: a magician-king who left Africa in the twelfth century, accompanied by three leopards.
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Prologue








  
  The Red King and his friend walked together through the forest. It was a golden autumn and leaves fell about them like bright coins. The king was tall, his black hair showed
  not a trace of grey and his dark skin was unlined, but the sorrow in his eyes was centuries old.


  Mathonwy, the magician, was a slighter man. His hair and beard were silver-white and his back bent from years spent in the forest. He wore a cloak of midnight blue, patterned with faded
  stars.


  Ten paces behind the men came three leopards; they were old now and not so quick as they had once been, but their gaze never wandered from the figure of the king. He was their master and their
  friend and they would have followed him through fire.


  Mathonwy was troubled. He knew that this was not one of those companionable walks that he was used to taking with the king. Today their pacing had a deeper purpose. Each step took them further
  from the world of men, and closer to the forests heart.


  They came at last to a glade where even the dead leaves were silent. The grass was the colour of honey and the hawthorn trees heavy with crimson berries. Mathonwy rested on a fallen tree but the
  king stood looking up through the bare branches. The sky had turned a burning red but, in a high band of deepest blue, the first star showed.


  Let us make a fire, said the king.


  Mathonwy delighted in bonfires. He sang in Welsh while he gathered the kindling, and the merry song hid the dread in his heart. The dead twigs were tinder dry and soon they had a small blaze
  going. A thin column of smoke lifted through the trees and the king declared it to be the sweetest scent in all the world.


  Now, thought Mathonwy. Now, he is going to ask me.


  But it was not yet.


  First the cats, said the king. They cannot survive for much longer in a land of cold winters and callous hunters. Come here, my good creatures.


  The leopards walked up to the king. They purred as they brushed their heads against his hand.


  It is time for you to wear new coats, the king told them. Find a master who is good, for this one has to leave you now.


  It was said. Mathonwy shuddered. The king was leaving. How empty the forest would be without the companion who had filled his mind with wonders, who had shared his thoughts, answered his doubts,
  conversed from sunrise to moonset.


  The king walked round the fire with long measured strides and the leopards followed him, around and around and around.


  Watch my children, the king commanded them. Seek out the descendants of the children who are lost to me: sons and daughters of brave Amadis and bright Petrello, children of
  gentle Guanhamara and clever Tolemeo, descendants of my youngest child, Amoret. Help them, my loyal cats, keep them safe.


  When the king stepped away from the fire the big cats continued to circle it. They were running now, leaping and bounding.


  The king raised his arm. Bright flame, burning sun and golden star, he chanted. Guard my children with your wild hearts. Live safely in the world of men, but remain forever
  what you are.


  Mathonwy had seen such spells as these before, but tonight the kings magic had a special beauty. The bounding leopards had become a ring of fire. Sparks flew into the trees and glowing
  streams festooned the branches, bathing the glade in ever-changing rainbow colours. When the king let his hand fall, the ring had faded; the leopards had gone. Mathonwy rose to his feet.
  Where are they?


  The king pointed to a tree behind the magician. On a low branch sat three cats. One was the colour of copper, one as orange as a flame, the last like a pale gold star.


  Behold! Aries, Leo and Sagittarius. Their coats have changed, but I still know who they are. The king laughed contentedly, pleased with his spell. And now it is my
  turn.


  Mathonwy sighed. From the folds of his cloak he drew out a slim ash stick  his wand. What would you have me do?


  The king looked about him. The forest has become my home. The guise of a tree would suit me well.


  You dont need my help for that, said the magician. Shape-shifting comes as naturally to you as flying to a bird.


  The king regarded his only friend. Shape-shifting is not what I need, Mathonwy. I crave an everlasting change. If I am doomed to live forever, then I want to discard my human form, and
  take on a more peaceful aspect.


  You want to live forever as a tree? Mathonwy asked. A tree without speech, without movement? What if they come and cut down the forest?


  The king considered this. Perhaps I shall learn to move, he said with his mischievous smile. Dont grieve, my friend. Last night I saw a boy in the clouds and I knew
  that he was one of mine. A future child. And listen to this, Mathonwy: I know that he was from your line too. This knowledge gave me a moment of great happiness. Now I feel the Red King can leave
  the world.


  The world and me, said Mathonwy without bitterness, for he was pleased to know that one day his bloodline would be joined with the kings.


  Dont begrudge me this favour, begged the king. If I do it alone, then I will be tempted to return. Only you can make my transformation permanent. I am so weary, my
  friend. I cannot carry my sorrows any further.


  Mathonwy gave a gentle sigh. I will do as you wish. But forgive me if I do not compose the tree in a way that you imagine.


  The king smiled, but although he fought his sorrow with all his strength it began to overwhelm him and his eyes were clouded with tears.


  The magician was filled with compassion for the king and began to work quickly. He touched his friends shoulders with the tip of his ash-wand, then reached for the crown. But the thin
  gold band was so embedded in the kings black curls Mathonwy let it rest where it belonged.


  The king wore the robes of coarse hemp that he had worn ever since he had come to live in the forest. As he lifted his hands the rough sleeves fell back and beneath his arms slim green shoots
  sprouted from his body. Mathonwy tapped the shoots with his wand and they began to thicken. The kings head rose, his body stretched, taller and taller, wider and wider. Leaves began to cover
  the branches; like tiny mirrors they reflected the colours of the autumn forest and the red-gold fire.


  The cats watched the transformation of their master with glowing eyes. They watched the magician leap around the king, his wand a streak of sparks, his dark cloak flying, his hair a drift of
  thistledown. And now the cats began to howl, for their master had all but vanished; only his head remained atop a tree of dazzling splendour. And, as his dear features gradually faded, the tears
  that fell from his dark eyes ran a deep berry red.


  Oh, my children! sighed the king. And then he was gone.


  But the tears flowed on, coursing down the furrowed trunk, red as blood.


  Mathonwy stared at the tears in dismay. He tried to stem them with his wand, but on they flowed. So, summoning all the wit, the poetry and the magic that was in his soul, Mathonwy cast a spell.
  One day, my friend, he said, your children will come to find you, and oh, what a day that will be!
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A deadly hour

  Snow filled the air; thick and fast it heaped itself upon the sleeping city, almost as though it were trying to keep it safe. A blanket of down to smother the wickedness that
  someone was determined to let loose.


  It was the second week in January, a time when snow is not uncommon, and yet this was no ordinary snowfall. On a hill above the city a boy stood with his arms wide, as if for flight. As the wind
  buffeted his body, clouds of snow billowed into his wide sleeves and under the green cape he wore. Tancred Torsson could summon rain, wind, thunder and lightning, but this was the first time he had
  attempted snow. And why should he be standing here, in the dead of night, beckoning snow? Because three cats had climbed up to his windowsill and woken him with their calls. Slipping a cape over
  his pyjamas, Tancred had rushed out into the dark.


  The cats met him at his front door and, while his parents slept on (his father sending thundery snores through the house), he had followed the three bright creatures down a shadowy lane to a
  windy hillside where he could see the city lights twinkling below him. Once there, the cats stared and stared at Tancred until they had made him understand their wishes.


  Tancred did not have the gift of understanding animals but, being a descendant of the Red King, he could, sometimes, follow the gist of their yowling. Snow? he said. Is that
  what you want?


  A loud trill came from the cats, their voices blending musically.


  Never done that before. Tancred scratched his stiff blond hair. But, hey, Ill give it a go.


  The cats purred their satisfaction.


  While Tancred set to work, the cats sped down the hillside into the city. The first cat was the colour of a copper sunset, the second like an orange flame, the third a yellow star. They bounded
  lightly down alleys, through gardens and over stone walls and fences, their paws leaving scarcely a mark on the first scattering of snow. The tall city buildings were beginning to disappear in a
  shroud of white silence.


  This was an hour like no other. A time when the living were as quiet as the dead. A deadly hour.


  The cats ran down Filbert Street. They had nearly reached their destination when a car appeared, moving slowly up the street towards them. It stopped outside number twelve and three figures
  stumbled out. A man, a woman and a boy. Grumbling and exclaiming at this sudden snowstorm they heaved bags and cases on to the pavement.


  Were just in time, said the woman. Another ten minutes and it would have been too deep for the car. She climbed the steps up to her front door.


  What a welcome, muttered the man. Lets go back to Hong Kong. He gave a gruff chuckle and slammed the car door.


  The boy carried two cases up the steps, then turned, as if he felt something watching him. He looked across the street and saw the three cats. Its the Flames, he said,
  outside Charlies house. I wonder what they want?


  Dont stand out there, Benjamin, said his mother. Come inside.


  Benjamin ignored her. Hello, Flames! he called softly. Its me, Benjamin. Im back.


  A throaty rumble came from the cats. A growl of welcome that also held a note of complaint. About time, too, they seemed to say.


  See you soon, said Benjamin as his mother hauled him and the cases through the door.


  The cats watched the door close. When the lights came on inside number twelve, they turned their attention to the house behind them. A leafless chestnut tree stood in front of the house and they
  quickly climbed to a wide branch that hung outside one of the dark windows. Sitting in a row, the cats began to sing.


  On the other side of the window, Charlie Bone stirred in his sleep. Someone was calling him. Was it a dream? His eyes opened. A sound he recognised came floating through the window.
  Flames? he murmured. Now he was wide awake. Leaping out of bed, he drew back a curtain and opened the window.


  The sight of three shining creatures, veiled in snow, took Charlies breath away. When hed convinced himself he wasnt dreaming he asked, Aries, Leo, Sagittarius, is it
  really you?


  They didnt bother to reply. With soft thuds they landed on the carpet, followed by a cloud of flying snow.


  Charlie closed the window. Youd better come downstairs, he whispered. Its a night for warm milk and maybe a slice of turkey? He glanced at a bed on the
  other side of the room, where a boy lay sleeping, his hair as white as his pillow.


  The cats padded after Charlie as he crept downstairs. In the kitchen he warmed a pan of milk and poured it into three saucers. Deep, delighted purring filled the room as the cats lapped the
  milk. As soon as it was gone, Charlie laid slices of turkey on the empty saucers.


  Snowflakes whirled past the uncurtained window, glistening in the beam of the kitchen lamp.


  Something different about that snow, Charlie observed. Should I put two and two together and guess why youve come? He watched the cats vigorously wash
  themselves. I was twelve last week and where were you then? Parties dont interest you, I suppose?


  Leo, the orange cat, stopped washing and returned Charlies gaze. Not many cats could look you in the eye like that. Leos gaze burned with knowledge, with wildness and with memories
  of a life most mortals could only dream of. Leo was nine hundred years old, as were his brothers.


  Aries and Sagittarius now added their intense gaze to Leos. Charlie had the impression that they wanted to tell him something. He would have to wake the boy upstairs if he was to
  understand what the cats were trying to tell him.


  Three pairs of golden eyes followed Charlie out of the room. He could still feel them on his back as he climbed the stairs.


  Billy! Billy, wake up! Charlie gently shook the white-haired boys shoulder.


  What? What is it? Billy opened his round, ruby-coloured eyes.


  Ssh! The Flames are here. I want you to come and talk to them.


  Billy yawned. Oh. OK. He tumbled out of bed, still not fully awake.


  You must be quiet, warned Charlie, or Grandma Bone will hear us.


  Billy nodded and reached for his spectacles.


  Billy was eight years old and a head shorter than Charlie. He could communicate with animals, but only if they allowed him to. He had always been a little fearful of the Flame cats. They knew
  when he was lying.


  Come on, Charlie whispered urgently.


  Ive got to find my specs, said Billy, or Ill fall. Ah. Here they are. He pushed them on to his nose and crept after Charlie.


  The cats watched the two boys enter the kitchen. Three pairs of ears flicked towards Billy when he sat, cross-legged before the stove, neat and alert. Charlie closed the door and sprawled beside
  the smaller boy.


  Go on, then, said Charlie.


  A sound came from Billys throat: a soft, lilting mew. You have news for us?


  Aries replied with a growl that grew in strength the longer he held it. The other cats joined in and Charlie wondered if Billy could take in the chorus of information that came mewing and
  wailing at him in three different voices.


  Billy didnt make a sound. With his arms tucked inside his crossed legs and his chin resting on his clasped hands, he listened attentively. Charlie looked anxiously at the door. He dared
  not hush the cats but he worried that Grandma Bone would hear their yowling.


  Billy frowned as the cats continued in their lilting, anxious voices. When, at last, their speech was over, Billys eyes were wide with alarm. He turned to Charlie. Its a
  warning.


  A warning? asked Charlie. What kind of warning?


  Aries says that something might wake up if they cant stop . . . stop . . . er . . . another thing from being found. And Sagittarius says that if that happens, you must be watchful,
  Charlie.


  Watchful? But what am I supposed to watch?


  Billy hesitated. A woman  I think. Your  The next word stuck in his throat.


  My what? Charlie demanded.


  Your  mother.


  My . . . Charlie stared at Billy and then at the cats. Why? His voice was husky with dread. Is someone going to make her disappear  like my
  father?


  Billy asked the cats and Leo responded with an apologetic warble.


  Leo says he wishes he could tell you more, Billy interpreted. He will help you to watch.


  Leo gave several loud mews.


  He says that if the shadow has moved, then youll know its been released.


  Whats been released? begged Charlie, tugging at his wild hair. Cant they be a bit more specific?


  At that moment the door opened and a voice said, Will someone kindly turn off that light?


  Charlie leapt to the switch and, as soon as the lamp over the table had gone out, a tall man in a red dressing gown appeared. He was holding a lighted candle in a brass candlestick.


  I see you have visitors. Charlies great-uncle Paton nodded in the cats direction. Morning, Flames.


  The cats trilled a greeting and Charlie said, Is it really morning?


  Its two am, said Uncle Paton, who didnt seem at all surprised to see Charlie and Billy downstairs at such an early hour. Im feeling peckish. He
  crossed the room and opened the fridge. I detect an air of mystery. Whats been going on?


  The Flames came to warn me, Charlie told his uncle, about Mum.


  Your mother? Uncle Paton turned away from the fridge with a frown. Did you say your mother?


  Yes.


  And a shadow, added Billy.


  Uncle Paton brought a plate of cheese from the fridge and set it on the kitchen table, beside the candlestick. I want to know more, he said.


  Billy, tell the cats to explain, begged Charlie. Ask them what the shadow is.


  But the cats were eager to be gone. They stretched themselves and ran to the door.


  Wait! said Charlie. You havent told me about the shadow.


  Aries yowled and Leo scratched the door. Charlie had no choice but to open it. And then the cats were out and bounding through the hall.


  What shadow? Charlie whispered fiercely as he followed the cats.


  Sagittarius growled. Charlie couldnt tell if it was an answer or a demand.


  Let them go, Charlie. Billy ran and opened the front door. Theyve got to get somewhere else, fast. To see if the thing is found.


  With a sudden chorus of trills the Flames darted through the door and were away up the street; three bright flames swallowed by the whirling snow.


  They didnt explain, Charlie grumbled. Now Ill never know.


  They did, said Billy. They 


  Before he could say any more a voice from the top of the stairs shouted, Whats the meaning of this?


  Grandma Bone was an unpleasant sight at the best of times, but after midnight she looked her worst. Her skinny frame was wrapped in a shaggy, grey dressing-gown and her big feet were encased in
  green tartan bootees. A long white pigtail hung over her shoulder and her sallow face had blotches of white cream dotted across it.


  Hello, Grandma, said Charlie, trying to make the best of things.


  Dont be insolent. Grandma Bone didnt like people being cheerful at night. Why arent you in bed?


  We were hungry.


  Rubbish. She treated everything Charlie said as a lie. I heard cats. She began to descend the stairs.


  They were outside, Grandma, Charlie said quickly.


  She stopped and stared at the glass fanlight above the front door. What sort of snow is that? It doesnt look normal. She had a point. There was something different
  about those spinning flakes, but Charlie couldnt have said what it was.


  Its cold, white and wet, said Uncle Paton, stepping out of the kitchen. What more do you want?


  You! snarled Grandma Bone. Why didnt you send these boys back to bed?


  Because they were hungry, answered her brother in a superior tone. Go to bed, Grizelda.


  Dont you order me about.


  Suit yourself. Paton ambled back into the kitchen.


  For a moment Grandma Bone remained on the stairs, glaring down at Charlie.


  Ill get a glass of water, Grandma, and then well go straight to bed. Charlie looked at Billy. Wont we, Billy?


  Oh, yes. To an orphan like Billy, Charlies strange, quarrelling family was endlessly fascinating. He nodded emphatically at Grandma Bone and added,
  Promise.


  Grandma Bone gave a Hmph of doubt and shuffled upstairs.


  Charlie drew Billy into the kitchen again and asked in a whisper, What did they say, Billy? The Flames. About the shadow?


  They just said a word, Billy replied. It sounded like listen. No, something different, an old-fashioned word for listen.


  Hark? Uncle Paton suggested.


  Yes, thats it.


  Thats hardly a name, dear boy. Uncle Paton bit into a hunk of Cheddar. Its more of a command. Perhaps you misheard.


  I didnt, Billy said gravely.


  By now the three cats had crossed the city and were stepping lightly over the snow that had drifted against the walls of Bloors Academy. They passed the two towers on
  either side of the entrance steps and kept going, along the side of the building, until they reached the end, where a high stone wall began. Ivy had taken root in the ancient stones and the cats
  skimmed up the creeper and dropped down into a snowy field.


  On the far side of the field, the dark red walls of a ruined castle could be glimpsed. The cats became cautious. They paced carefully across the white field, their ears tuned to any sound that
  might come from the ruin. And then they heard the cry.


  I know what youre doing, shrieked a womans voice. But I cant be stopped, you fools. Did you think that snow would hinder me? Granted, it has slowed me
  down, but never will it stop me.


  The cats moved closer. Through the great arch into the castle, they could see a dark figure, bent in half, her arms buried in snow up to her elbows. She swayed this way and that, tugging,
  pulling and moaning with effort. With a sudden, deep groan a large, flat stone was heaved upright, then fell back on to the snow.


  The woman stooped and groped in the earth. With a cry of triumph she lifted something out and held it up to the white air, her hands torn and bleeding from the struggle. Mine! Its
  mine!


  A small shudder passed through the earth; a movement imperceptible to humans but enough to send a tiny thread of fear through every creature in the region. Birds awoke and screamed, small
  frantic rodents scurried desperately for safety and the mournful howling of dogs carried through the bitter air.


  Their eyes bright with alarm, the Flames watched the woman stumble from the ruin. The hem of her black coat was heavy with snow and her lamp swung in the icy breeze. She reached a door in the
  great grey building that was Bloors Academy and disappeared. A few minutes later a glimmering light appeared in a high window.


  The cats gazed at the window, fearing the worst.


  The woman was standing before a gold-framed portrait of the Red King, her lamp illuminating the thick, cracked paint. I have it, she whispered. She was not addressing the king.
  With her free hand she withdrew an object from the folds of her coat. At first glance it looked like an imperfect circle of rusty metal, no more than six inches across. She held it by a thick oval
  stem.


  The king gazed out of his portrait with dark magnetic eyes. A circle of gold glinted on his black hair and his red cloak had the appearance of real velvet.


  As the woman twisted her metal circle it caught the rays from her lamp and a sudden, bright flash lit the painting. A shadow could be seen behind the kings shoulder. Gradually it defined
  itself, its outline becoming sharper and brighter.


  Awake, my lord, the woman urged in a voice heavy with yearning. I have found the Mirror of Amoret.


  Slowly the shadow moved. It slipped from behind the king and drifted forward, closer and closer.


  The woman gave a gasp of ecstasy. She sighed and swayed; her lamp swung, the circle glittered and the light on the painting danced and flashed. A sudden, thunderous explosion brought the
  portrait crashing to the floor and the woman screamed.


  A shadow rose out of the frame and came towards her.
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Vanishing animals

  The deep boom of the cathedral clock travelled across the city, and the boy on the hill lowered his arms.


  One oclock. He gave a sigh and yawned. Surely, thats enough.


  A cloud of melting white flakes drifted away from the hill. Gradually the storm subsided. In a few minutes the sky was a clear, velvet black pierced by a million stars.


  Tancred put his head on one side and regarded the results of his work: the white roofs, the silent, snowfilled streets and the network of wires strung above the city like a sparkling
  spiders web.


  Not bad for a first attempt, Tancred said cheerfully. He shook his sleeves and a few remaining snowflakes floated out and settled on his slippers. In a few seconds they were
  gone.


  Tancred was surprised to find that he was wearing slippers. He had been only half awake when he followed the cats. He hadnt even noticed the cold. Now, all at once, he was shivering. As
  he ran back up the narrow lane, he occasionally leapt into the air and brought his feet together with a satisfying smack. It was a recently acquired habit and often made his friends
  laugh.


  By the time Tancred reached his secluded three-towered house, his fathers thundery snores had become volcanic. Both the Torssons were weather-mongers and Tancred looked forward to a chat
  with his father about snow.


  I wonder if hes tried it? Tancred said to himself as he stepped indoors. He stamped his feet on the doormat. Must tell Sander, he murmured, and
  Charlie.


  Tell them what? Mrs Torsson, unable to sleep, was drinking tea in the kitchen.


  About the snow, said Tancred.


  Ah. That was you, was it? I wondered where you were. Mrs Torsson had grown used to her sons unusual behaviour. A boys got to do what a boys got to do,
  her husband was always telling her, especially when it comes to the weather.


  Phew! Dads making a racket. Tancred shook his damp cape and hung it on the back of the door.


  Mrs Torsson absent-mindedly put a third spoonful of sugar in her tea and then poured a cup for Tancred. He took a chair opposite her and drank thirstily. Snow-making was an exhausting business.
  He hoped he wouldnt be called upon to do it again too soon.


  The Flame cats were here, he explained to his mother. They wanted snow  dont ask me why. But I get the feeling somethings not right down there in the
  city.


  Your father said he had a foreboding. He hasnt been sleeping well. Mrs Torsson shook her head. Sometimes I wonder if we should move away from here. You could go to a
  nice normal school and 


  I couldnt, Tancred said emphatically. I belong here. Just as much as Charlie and Sander, and Gabriel and . . . and Emma. The Red King lived here and were his
  children. Weve got to stick together. You know that, Mum.


  Yes, Tancred. His mother sighed.


  Mrs Torsson wasnt the only mother to wish that she and her family were far away from the city. Charlie Bones mother longed to escape her dreary life in a house
  that didnt belong to her, in a place that echoed with the whispers of its terrible past, and where her son had been forced to attend a school run by a malevolent old man.


  But Amy Bone had no money and nowhere to run to. Besides, Charlie was perfectly happy. Nothing ever seemed to get him down. He was an extraordinarily optimistic boy. Nothing could shake his
  conviction that his father was still alive and that, one day, Charlie would find him. It was something that Amy had given up counting on.


  It was eight oclock on Saturday. Apart from Charlies mother, the occupants of number nine Filbert Street were all asleep. Even Amys mother, Maisie, could be heard gently
  snoring as Amy tiptoed past her room.


  After a hasty breakfast, Amy left the house and began her ten-minute walk to the greengrocers where she worked. Not a hint of last nights snowfall remained. The air was chilly and
  the pavements still damp, but no one would have guessed that, a few hours ago, several inches of snow had covered the city.


  Mrs Bone! Mrs Bone!


  Amy turned quickly. The voice came from a boy on the other side of the road. Could it be . . .? Was it possible?


  Benjamin! cried Amy, running back towards number nine. Its you!


  The boy looked left and right, then dashed across the road.


  Oh, Benjamin, Im so, so happy to see you. Amy gave him a tight hug. Shed never done such a thing before and Benjamin was rather startled.


  Are you all, er, r-right, Mrs Bone? he asked, embarrassment and lack of breath causing him to stammer. I mean are you all all right?


  Charlies just fine, said Amy. Hes still asleep, but Ill let you in and you can surprise him. She ran up the steps, unlocked the door of number
  nine and opened it. You know where his room is. Ill have to dash now, or Ill be late for work. But go in, go in. She gave Benjamin a little push into the house and
  closed the door behind him.


  Benjamin looked round the silent hall, pleased to see that nothing had changed. He was a small fair-haired boy with a perpetually lost expression. At the moment he was slightly jet-lagged, but
  he couldnt wait to see Charlie and Runner Bean, the dog hed left in Charlies care.


  Benjamin peeped into the kitchen. No dog basket. No bowl. Of course, Runner Bean must be sleeping in Charlies room.


  As he climbed the stairs Benjamin heard footsteps above him, and then Charlies grandmother, the kind one, appeared on the landing. She was wearing a bright pink dressing gown.


  Benjamin Brown! What a sight for sore eyes!


  Benjamin was subjected to yet another breathtaking squeeze. Maisie Jones was a round, curly-haired, twinkle-eyed person and the squeeze threatened to send Benjamin tumbling down the stairs.


  You lovely normal boy, said Maisie. No magical endowments for you. No poncy acting, no fiddling flutes, no animal gruntings. Youll do Charlie a power of good. Go on
  up!


  Thanks, said Benjamin, breathless again.


  Maisie swayed downstairs, still talking. Ill make some toast and a nice cup of tea. Cornflakes? I spose its all noodles now. Do they have noodles for breakfast in
  Hong Kong?


  Mrs Jones, wheres my dog? called Benjamin.


  But Maisie had disappeared into the kitchen.


  Benjamin walked on to Charlies bedroom. He listened outside the door. Not a sound came from the other side. Benjamin opened the door. He saw Charlie, fast asleep in bed. There was a new
  bed on the other side of the room and Benjamin could just see a few tufts of white hair poking above the duvet. Billy Raven. There was no sign of Runner Bean.


  Benjamin stood just inside the door, wondering what to do. His pale solemn face now wore a look of extreme anxiety. What had happened to Charlie while he had been away? He had a vision of his
  best friend surrounded by all those peculiar children at Bloors Academy. The musicians, actors and artists; the weather-monger, the hypnotist and all those other weird things. Perhaps this
  explained why Maisie and Amy Jones were so pleased to see him. Because he was normal, unlike poor Charlie.


  A sudden movement on Charlies bed caught Benjamins eye. A white moth fluttered over the duvet. Benjamin had always been told that moths were pests. They made holes. He sprang
  forward and cupped his hand over the moth.


  Three things happened. Charlie sat bolt upright and screamed. Billy Raven rolled out of bed, and the moth bit, yes bit Benjamin, who yelled and let go of it.


  Benjamin! cried Charlie.


  Charlie! cried Benjamin. A moth bit me.


  Its my wand, said Charlie.


  Your wand?


  Manfred burnt it and it turned into a moth. You havent killed it, have you?


  Benjamin shook his head. Its on top of your wardrobe. Sorry.


  Benjamin never said things like: how can a wand turn into a moth? Charlie realised how much hed missed his friend. Its really great to see you, Ben.


  Its great to see you, too. Wheres Runner Bean?


  Ah. Charlie swung his legs out of bed. Hes not here.


  I can see that.


  Billy Raven groaned and sat up. He put his hand up to the bedside table and felt for his spectacles.


  Whats Billy doing here? asked Benjamin.


  Dr Bloor lets me out at weekends now. Billy found his spectacles and put them on.


  So, wheres my dog? Benjamin persisted, turning to Charlie.


  Charlie tugged his tousled hair. He had so much to tell Benjamin he didnt know where to start. He made his friend sit on the bed and, while he got dressed, he explained how Grandma Bone
  had tried to have Runner Bean put down by the pest controllers. The look of horror on Benjamins face prompted Charlie to add quickly, But Mr Onimous got here first. He took Runner to
  the Pets Caf, and I go every weekend and take him for a run.


  Only once a week? Benjamin said accusingly. He needs a walk every day.


  Well, I cant get out of school, can I? Charlie lowered his voice. Its not my fault that I have to sleep at Bloors during the week, is it?


  No. Sorry. Its great to see you, Charlie.


  You too, Charlie said once again.


  As soon as Billy and Charlie were dressed the three boys went downstairs where Maisie gave them a huge cooked breakfast. Benjamin gazed dismally at the food. He couldnt eat. His stomach
  was churning with apprehension. He had to see his dog. Suppose someone had stolen him.


  Mr Onimous would never let that happen, Maisie patted Benjamins head. Runner Beans just fine. Youll see.


  Billy and Charlie wolfed down their breakfasts and followed Benjamin, who was already at the front door.


  Wheres all the snow gone? said Benjamin as they raced up Filbert Street. Last night it was so deep we could hardly drive through it.


  The Flame cats had something to do with it, muttered Charlie.


  You mean like it wasnt real snow?


  Dont know what I mean, said Charlie.


  When they reached the Pets Caf they found a Closed sign hanging on the door. Charlie pressed his face to the window. Chairs were piled on tables and the counter was
  bare. But at the back of the caf a soft light could be seen coming through the beaded curtain into the kitchen.


  Charlie knocked on the door.


  For a moment he thought no one had heard. He was about to knock again when Mr Onimouss small figure appeared behind the counter. The three boys waved and Mr Onimous scurried round the
  tables to open the door.


  Well, if it isnt Marco Polo himself, said Mr Onimous, ushering the boys into the caf.


  Marco who? asked Benjamin.


  An ancient traveller, Benjy. Mr Onimous locked the door. A man who went to China before most people knew it was there.


  I was in Hong Kong, Benjamin said gravely, and Im not ancient. Please, wheres my dog?


  Ah. Mr Onimous ran a hand over his stubbly chin. Youd better come into the kitchen.


  Where is he? Benjamin ran round the counter and past the curtain.


  Mr Onimous shrugged uneasily and whispered, The dogs gone, Charlie. Goodness knows where.


  Gone? Charlie and Billy rushed after Benjamin.


  On entering the Onimouss kitchen, the boys beheld Emma Tolly, sitting in the only armchair. Her eyelids were red and wet streaks covered her cheeks.


  Emma, are you OK? Charlie said and immediately felt foolish because, clearly, Emma wasnt OK.


  In a desolate voice Emma said, Ive lost my duck. She gave a deep sob.


  What! Charlie exclaimed.


  Now, now, now. Lets all calm down, said Mrs Onimous, almost scalding herself as
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