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doomed

Valentine Cole felt as if the world might end before the nineteenth century did.

The summer of 1895 was hot and dry. Instead of sleeping in on his school holidays, Vally walked the dog every morning, before the sun got fierce. And as Ebenezer sniffed lamp-posts and lunged at pigeons, Melbourne showed Vally its misery and desolation.

Shops that had been bright and bustling two years ago were now dark and dusty. Even the magnificent banks on Collins Street had closed, empty of the gold that had built the colony of Victoria. The city’s park lawns were burned brown. New posters on laneway walls read TIMES ARE BAD – GET MORE VALUE FOR LESS COST – DINNER FOR THREEPENCE. Vally had a gold pocket watch worth two hundred times that much. It stayed in a drawer at home. It didn’t seem right to flaunt a gold watch anymore.

At the end of his walks, Vally usually stopped to buy butchers’ scraps for Ebenezer from a man with a wooden wheelbarrow. These days, the man selling meat for dogs had more customers than ever. While Vally waited his turn, people chatted to him and patted Ebenezer. Vally did not ask the new regulars about their own pets at home anymore. The few times he had tried, they had flinched or looked away, and he’d realised that not everyone was buying stale meat scraps to feed a dog or a cat. Some of the new customers were buying those flyblown beef bones for themselves.

And yet, in the midst of the suffering city, his family’s bookshop shone.

The rainbow sign of Cole’s Book Arcade was the most vibrant thing on Bourke Street. When Vally and Ebenezer stepped inside, the bookshop and its many departments were quiet and still, waiting for opening time. The two mechanical sailor dolls at the entrance greeted Vally with their metal sign. The Little Men, powered by a waterwheel, had been turned off overnight, and their rotating sign was paused at Dare To Do Right.

But even without the cheerful clinking of the metal sign, or the lively music of the Book Arcade Band, or the movement and chatter of staff and customers, the bookshop was full of life. It glowed with the joyful colours of rainbow signs above the shelves, and rainbow playthings in the toy department, and books in their rainbow multitudes. The air was scented with lavender from the Perfumery, sweets from Lolly Land, and paper from all around. Sprinklers and magic kept the Fernery green and humid, which suited the monkeys and parrots that lived there. Brass columns and gas lighting made the entire Arcade shine warmly, day or night. And if a person had just threepence to buy a golden medallion at the door, they could trade it for a plate of scones in the Tea Salon, then spend the day following the Arcade’s principal rule: Read For As Long As You Like. No One Asked To Buy.

Cole’s Book Arcade made the whole world seem as beautiful and full of possibility as the bookshop itself. Vally’s parents had created a place dedicated to fun, to learning, and to all the treats and amusements that made life joyful.

Surely, the last thing they would ever wish to do was shut it down.
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When Vally entered the flat on the second floor of the Book Arcade, his family – his parents, his brother, and his three sisters – were already seated around the breakfast table. Vally fed Ebenezer, washed his hands and face in the bathroom, and quickly combed down his sandy-blonde hair. As he took his seat, the bathroom door slammed shut behind him – which was odd, because he hadn’t touched it.

Twelve-year-old Pearl turned at the sound. ‘Mr Ghost followed you in, Val.’

The windows were open to the summer breeze, but since yesterday, oddly strong draughts had been sweeping through the flat, causing houseplants to flutter and doors to slam. Mr Ghost had soon become a family joke. ‘He followed me again?’ Vally said. ‘He’s got no manners, that ghost.’

‘Now, now, Vally. It may well be a visiting spirit.’ His mother, a short and stalwart lady, was both a spiritualist and a magic practitioner. She held regular seances with her friends. ‘And until I find out if it is, it does no harm to be courteous.’

Vally had seen her summon spectres in this very room, but it was ridiculous to apologise sincerely to a breeze. He did it insincerely instead, to amuse his siblings. ‘Mr Ghost, I most humbly beg your pardon.’

His eldest sister passed him a slice of toast.

‘Thanks, Linda,’ Vally said. ‘Have you finished packing?’

‘I haven’t!’ Eddie chimed in.

When Mr and Mrs Cole boarded the steamship this afternoon for their week-long business trip, the eldest two children would join them. Eighteen-year-old Linda was all grown up. Eddie, at sixteen, almost was. They attended balls and dinner parties as adults now, and made connections instead of friends. Vally, a month shy of fifteen, had not yet been introduced to society, and was glad of it. Like his father, he found parties tiring.

‘I think I’m ready,’ Linda said. ‘Although if it’s any hotter in Sydney than it is here, I don’t know what I’ll wear.’

‘Wear a fishing net.’ Pearl flashed a taunting grin. ‘You’ll get a nice breeze through it, and it’ll help you catch a husband.’ She sang the last word, waggling her shoulders.

Little Ivy giggled. Courting and kissing were almost as absurd as fishing nets for clothes to a nine-year-old. That wasn’t the case for Eddie, who gallivanted with girls rather often, but he leaned back in his chair and smirked at Linda.

‘Stop ganging up on her,’ said Vally.

Linda gave him a thin smile of gratitude. Lately, she had been taking great care in how she dressed and presented herself. Not to impress men, though: Linda wanted to impress everyone. When she chatted to friends of Ma and Pa, Vally could see how hard she was trying to show them that she was a real adult at last.

‘It will be nice and cool at sea.’ Pa’s gentle voice carried a hint of his childhood in the south of England. ‘And if the new shop is everything we hope for, then I’m sure we’ll all get used to Sydney weather eventually.’

It was as if he’d announced that he had poisoned the fried eggs.

Silence was rare at the Cole family’s table. The Coles could be quiet, if they were reading, or trying not to giggle during a game. This was silence, tense and heavy.

Eddie forced a laugh. ‘New shop! Good one, Pa.’

Pa was an author of entertaining children’s books that included jokes and riddles. His thick beard usually hid his smile. Sometimes only the crinkling of his eyes gave him away.

He was quite serious now.

Ma’s posture straightened from upright to rigid. ‘Cole, dear … I thought we agreed to talk this over with the children after the trip.’

‘Didn’t we talk it over already?’ Pa glanced around the table. So many exciting and important ideas filled his head that he could get muddled up or distracted when it came to practical, everyday matters. ‘Linda, you remember, don’t you?’

Vally glared at his elder sister in horrified disbelief. She spread jam on her toast with the utmost concentration.

What a fool he had been, jumping to her defence a moment ago. She didn’t deserve the loyalty of her siblings when she had been keeping such a huge secret from them.

‘You said you were going to Sydney for bookselling business!’ Pearl burst out.

‘Yes – not to live there!’ Eddie looked as shocked as the little girls. At least he hadn’t been keeping secrets.

‘How …?’ Vally’s heart beat hard against his ribs, like a bird trapped in a greenhouse. How could you betray us like this? he wanted to say – but that might turn the conversation into an argument. ‘How come we have to move all of a sudden?’

‘It’s only moving house,’ Linda said archly. ‘Don’t have an attack of the nerves.’

How Vally hated her habit of treating his slightest sign of concern as a flurry of panic. ‘I am not having an attack of the nerves!’

‘It isn’t settled yet.’ Pa peered out from under his thick brows, and Vally could see a shadow of the man his father had once been. Young Edward William Cole, alone and penniless, had done what he could to survive in the streets of London, and the goldfields of Victoria. ‘We have a chance to look at a property in Sydney and, Melbourne’s fortunes being as they are, your mother and I thought it might be best to get out while the going is good.’

‘I thought we were OK!’ Eddie’s voice was slightly pleading. His eyes darted to the porcelain plates laden with bacon, eggs, toast and fruits – although, Vally now noticed, they were rather small fruits, grown on drought-stricken trees. ‘We just had the Christmas sales,’ Eddie continued. ‘The financial crash can’t last forever. Why can’t we ride it out?’

Christmas was the Book Arcade’s busiest time of year. The Arcade’s cheapest wares – lollies, pencils, Pa’s smallest picture books – had sold in their hundreds last month.

‘It was our lowest-earning Christmas since the Arcade first opened,’ Pa said. ‘The money flows in less than ever, but it still flows out, what with bills and wages and advertising to pay for. Even the maintenance costs are adding up. I’ll be sorry to leave Melbourne, but I’d be sorrier to leave the five of you without a future.’

Ivy looked wretched, but hope flickered in her eyes. ‘Would we still live in the bookshop in Sydney?’

‘We would,’ their mother said, in a firm, bright voice. ‘It isn’t as large, but neither was the one we had before the Arcade, and that was lovely.’

Pa had been selling books for some three decades, but Vally had been too little when the Arcade first opened to remember any shop before it.

‘Can we have special departments in the Sydney shop?’ Ivy asked. ‘Another lolly shop, and a toy shop, and everything?’

‘No, my Ivy Diamond,’ Pa said. ‘There won’t be enough room. It will simply be an excellent bookshop.’

‘Oh.’ Ivy fidgeted with her plait. ‘But not the grandest bookshop in the world.’

Vally thought of the elderly monkey who had been with Pa since his earliest years of bookselling. He thought of the pink cockatoo, an intelligent rascal who could mimic human speech. ‘If we won’t have a Fernery, where will the animals live?’

Pa glanced towards the doorway, where Ebenezer stood, looking puzzled by all the agitated voices. ‘We’ll certainly have room for the dog.’

Vally couldn’t think what to say. Ebenezer was his favourite, but he loved the others, too. He shovelled a bit of toast into his mouth. Disappointment made it taste like sawdust.

‘We can live without a sweetshop, and a toy shop, and pet monkeys, and all the rest,’ Linda said. ‘It’s better to save what we can than to be left with nothing at all. I’ll miss the Arcade, but we aren’t little children anymore.’

Ivy muttered something that might have been, ‘Speak for yourself.’

‘All right.’ Pa opened his hands as if this was a debate between his equals and not a quarrel with his children. ‘Linda says go. Ivy would rather stay. Eddie, what about you?’

Eddie bounced his fist on the palm of his other hand. ‘It’s a good emergency plan, Pa. An excellent last resort.’ In cricket and rowing and football, Eddie always played his hardest to the end, no matter how hopelessly he was beaten. ‘I’ll look at the new place with you, but let’s give our good old Arcade a chance.’

Pa ran his hand down his beard. ‘Suppose we could take the pets, Vally – what would you say then?’

Vally felt like he’d swallowed a handful of spiky seed pods. He didn’t know how to make his enormous feelings sound like sensible reasons. ‘What if moving is riskier than staying? What if we close the Arcade and go completely broke?’

His mother gave a small smile, both affectionate and condescending, as if he had said something adorably childish. ‘We wouldn’t let that happen, love.’

Her reassurance, instead of lifting him out of his gloom, shoved him deeper into it. Whatever happened would be what his parents let happen. The Book Arcade was their business. It made little sense to govern it by their children’s opinions. And yet, as painful as leaving the Book Arcade would be, Vally didn’t wish to join those poor families buying dog food for dinner.

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, then. You’ve always run the Arcade the way that you think is best.’ Their bookshop was doomed, and he didn’t know how to save it.

‘I hate this plan,’ Pearl said.

The whole family turned towards her in surprise.

‘What’s the matter with all of you?’ As she sprang to her feet, her chair toppled backwards and landed with a thud. She didn’t look at it, glaring at her parents instead. ‘It’s a boring, selfish idea! Since when is the Arcade only about making money? This is the worst thing you’ve done since—’

‘Pearl, don’t you dare,’ their mother cut in.

‘—the thing we all pretend never happened!’ Pearl stomped towards the front door, her caramel-coloured hair bouncing around her shoulders.

Ma stood like a queen ordering an execution. ‘Pearl Adelia, if you slam that door—’

Pearl did not slam the door. Instead, her footfalls thumped away into the Arcade, leaving her outburst without a proper ending.

Ma Cole folded her arms, glaring at the rest of her children. ‘Well, I think it’s a perfectly sensible idea.’

A koala ornament on the mantelpiece fell over.

‘Looks like Mr Ghost is voting against it,’ Eddie joked, to break the tension.

Nobody even smiled.
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mirrors and magic

In the stories she read, girls’ hearts broke like dainty porcelain.

Pearl’s heart was breaking like a grenade.

She brushed her tears away with her knuckles. She had forgotten, as usual, to put a fresh handkerchief in her pocket when she dressed that morning, but even if she’d had a hanky, she wouldn’t have let anyone see her snivelling into it. Especially not her parents, or her big sister, or her brothers – traitors, the lot of them.

How could they let the Book Arcade die? How could they simply give up, when Pearl had risked so much to save their beloved bookshop the last time they had almost lost it?

She stomped past the Photography Studio, where she had played dress-ups when she was little. She stormed through the Ornament Department, her mother’s favourite spot, where every shelf was stacked with fancy plates and decorative statues.

On the first floor, she passed the Perfumery, full of tiny fascinating bottles, and Toy Land, where she was now too old for the toys but not for the games. The Arcade’s enchanted ladders rolled towards her, offering to take her to the books she liked, but she was too distraught to read. She was even too agitated to sit and think with a book in front of her face.

On the ground floor, the aisles were still deserted. Pearl let out a long scream of frustration. It filled the Arcade from wall to wall and floor to ceiling. She marched up the central aisle, rainbows above her, bookshelves around her. She ignored the door to the tranquil Fernery. She didn’t look twice at Lolly Land.

Instead, she marched into Wonder Land, the Book Arcade’s funhouse.

In the warped mirrors, her reflection was short, then tall, then bulging in strange places, rather like the way she had been growing lately. Bubble and Squeak, the twin pythons with two heads and one body, watched her from their terrarium. She didn’t pause to look at any optical illusions, nor play with any mechanical amusements.

She was heading for the Endless Wonders.

Pa had created the Endless Wonders the year before last. They were a trio of colourful dioramas, each one displayed behind glass and surrounded by a golden frame. Pa had enchanted the model scenes to move, making them impressively lifelike. Cole’s Field of Gold was a hoard of treasure. Jewelled crowns lay on mounds of gold and silver coins, which slipped now and then in shiny avalanches, revealing more riches underneath. The sand dunes of Just Deserts were pink with the light of a sun rising or setting. An oasis shone in the distance, with a tower and a village among the palm trees at the water’s edge. In Forevergreen, a grassy trail fringed with wildflowers weaved between tall trees into sunlit eternity. Each scene was replicated endlessly by cleverly angled mirrors, so that the treasure, the desert and the forest extended as far as the eye could see.

Most visitors to the Arcade paused at the Endless Wonders, admired them, and moved on. But Pearl knew a secret about the displays that the customers did not. Brushing the tears from her cheeks, she gripped the gilded edge of Forevergreen’s frame.

Magic was a difficult art. It required the correct balance of the three creative principles: imagination, conviction and articulation. It took many years of practice to become as accomplished as Pa, and to create something like the Endless Wonders.

But he wasn’t the only magician in the family.

On the frame surrounding the forest scene, near Pearl’s hand, there was a small keyhole. She pictured the mechanism that must be inside it, and imagined it unlocking. Conviction wasn’t a problem, either. She had done this spell before, and she knew the jagged rage inside her would provide power and emphasis. But, like playing an instrument or carving a sculpture, articulation required finesse. Some people did it by writing in a precise way, others by drawing whatever they wished to happen. Some people made gestures, or spoke, or both. Pearl did her best to steady her voice and summon the words she needed.

‘I can speak this lock open.’ Saying I can when she attempted magic was a new technique of hers, letting her weave conviction and articulation even more tightly together. ‘I can move the pins into place inside the tumbler. I can make this door give way, clear the path, let me in …’

The lock clicked. The frame swung towards her. Pearl was getting good at magic.

She pulled the framed glass door wide open. It, too, was a special kind of mirror: transparent on the outer side, and reflective on the other. Then she stepped out of the dark funhouse, and into the bright forest.

The air was still, without a rustle of leaves or a buzzing of insects, yet the identical trees swayed and the identical blossoms nodded as if blown by a gentle breeze. The branches overhead cast dappled shadows, but there was no sun in the blue sky above them. Bees and butterflies floated in constant slow circles above the grass and flowers.

Pearl seized a stone from the path and hurled it with all her might.

If it had been an ordinary diorama, the stone would have scratched the wall. If it had been built with ordinary mirrors, the stone would have cracked the glass. But instead, the stone sailed away through the identical rows of trees, bounced on the path, and landed beside its exact double, a few yards ahead. Then it crumbled like a sandcastle in waves, and reappeared by Pearl’s feet.

The Endless Wonders didn’t just appear to go on forever. They did go on forever. If you liked, you could walk a hundred yards in any direction, and pass through thirty reflections of the same square of forest. When Pa had written the spells to mould the bees and trees and flowers, he had not meant to enchant the mirrors, too. But like all forms of art, magic sometimes produced surprising effects.

Pearl picked up the same stone. Its weight and texture felt like a failed sponge cake, all dense and rubbery – the unreal stone of an unreal world, made and shaped by magic instead of by the earth and its forces.

She threw it again, this time for the end of the friendships she had formed at her new school. She’d begged her parents to let her quit her tutelage at home, sat through dull lessons on things she already knew, and endured the teachers smacking her hands with a ruler for being an outrageous liar and an incorrigible talker, all to finally have friends like her older siblings did. Now she would have to leave them behind. She would have to meet a whole new group of nice girls and mean girls, and figure out where she belonged all over again.

She picked up a dense, rubbery flower and crushed it into crumbs, for the loss of the pets, and the friendly staff, and all the places in the Arcade that made her happy.

She punched a dense, rubbery tree, for the thing her family didn’t talk about.

She screamed until her throat hurt, for the awfulness of being twelve.

And then a voice, as soft and warm as a breath, whispered in her ear. ‘I … help.’

Pearl whirled around, her pulse drumming wildly. She flicked a tear from her cheek. ‘Who’s there?’ Her voice rang out in the endless, artificial world. ‘You’d better not be one of my siblings making another stupid joke about Mr Ghost!’

The unseen speaker whispered in her other ear, startling her again. ‘No … Pearl.’

So it was a ghost. And it knew her name …

Pearl grimaced. ‘Ruby?’ she asked the emptiness.

Once, there had been six Cole siblings, not five. Ruby, born after Vally and before Pearl, had died of scarlet fever when she was eight years old. She had never spoken up at Ma’s seances. Pearl took that as a good sign. However much they missed her, no child deserved the faded existence of a ghost, stuck in the living world and forever left out of it.

‘Your sister?’ the voice replied. ‘No. Not me.’

Pearl sighed with quiet relief. She’d once met a false version of her sister, physically perfect but wrong in all other ways. She did not wish to meet an incomplete Ruby again.

But her relief faded as quick as it had come. How did this voice know about Ruby?

Before she could ask it, the voice continued. ‘I saw … upstairs. You wish … they listen … you.’ It spoke so softly that Pearl couldn’t hear every word, but she could guess the missing ones. ‘I … listen … you.’

‘You haven’t heard the half of it.’ She picked up another pebble and flung it at a butterfly. Both crumbled, then reappeared in their usual places. ‘Who’s asking, anyway? What’s your name?’

For a while, it didn’t answer. Then it said, ‘I … not have one.’

‘You don’t have a name?’ Pearl wondered how that could be. ‘Have you lost your memories? That once happened to me.’

The spectre circled her, rippling through her hair and her skirts. ‘Some.’

Pearl decided she was fed up with its mysterious half-answers. ‘You should talk to my mother. She knows more about ghosts than I do.’

‘I want … talk … you.’ The lightest touch brushed Pearl’s cheek, like dust settling on her skin. ‘I … help you. You … help me.’

The wanting in its voice sent a chill through Pearl, from the back of her neck to the tips of her toes. It was not the first time an unsettling stranger had spied on her.

‘You’re a ghost. It’s too late for help.’ Pa told her to be polite to everyone she met, but Ma said rudeness could be a lady’s shield when she needed it. ‘You’re already dead.’

‘Spirit,’ whispered the voice. ‘I … spirit, not … ghost. I … not dead.’

‘How can you be the spirit of someone who’s still alive and well?’

‘… only alive … not well.’

Pa had told her that in some religions, people believed a sleeper’s soul could leave their body and travel on its own. Perhaps it could happen to someone who was ill. But the idea of separating a soul from a live body made Pearl grimace. It seemed to her like separating some other vital part, like the heart or the liver. That thing was fragile. It wasn’t meant to come out. ‘Well, I’m sorry,’ she said, not meaning it, ‘but if anyone can magic you and your body back together, it isn’t me. You need more than help. You need expertise.’

‘I … not want … back together.’ Warm air tickled the fine hairs on Pearl’s arms. The false flowers swayed around her legs. ‘I want … ruin … who split me.’

Foreboding stirred inside her like a monster waking up.

‘He wanted … trap me.’ Its words were becoming clearer. Perhaps the spirit was raising its voice, or perhaps Pearl was simply growing used to its quietness. ‘I escaped. I … free!’

She knew where its story was leading.

‘I … learned of you,’ the spirit said. ‘You beat him.’

It was such a large thing for three words to carry.

It was why Ivy didn’t play alone in the Fernery anymore. It was why Vally clawed at his body in his sleep, murmuring about broken glass and broken dolls. It was the thing Pearl thought of whenever she saw a willie wagtail, or a tall person wearing a top hat. It was the thing everyone remembered and no one discussed, because the whole incident was tangled up in Pa’s guilt, and terrible memories of the unreal Ruby.

It was also why Pa still lived, why Pearl and her siblings still lived, and why they all still had a Book Arcade to live in.

Two years ago, a con artist had chosen Pearl’s family as his sport, like a trophy hunter chasing a rare and beautiful beast. Pearl had never met a magician more accomplished, nor more dangerous, than Magnus Maximillian. He wasn’t the normal sort of career magician, who entertained crowds for a living. Instead, he styled himself the Obscurosmith, trader in hidden desires and craftsman of mysterious magic, and by the time anyone realised what that meant, it was always too late. He could turn inanimate objects into living things, and do it the other way around, too. He could appear to be in twelve places at once, including upside-down on the ceiling. He could find out what any person wanted most in the world, and cheerfully give it to them in the cruellest way he could think of. The one thing he didn’t seem able to do was tell a lie, but he could twist words so cunningly that it didn’t hold him back.

And when he had torn apart the Book Arcade, and drained Pa’s life to the faintest heartbeat, and cleaned out Vally’s memories, and vanished the rest of the family, Pearl had beaten him at his own game.

‘Teach … how,’ the spirit said. ‘Teach me … to beat him.’

Pearl took a deep breath, and answered in a voice that was steady, if not calm. ‘I don’t want anything to do with that man ever again.’

The spirit said nothing.

‘Or you!’ She swatted the air. ‘I ought to ask my mother to banish you!’

Again, it made no reply – but Pearl couldn’t tell whether it feared her threat, or the sound of approaching footsteps.

‘Excuse me, madam.’ In the doorway stood a man in a red jacket, surrounded by the infinite green. ‘What are you doing in here?’
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the one who cares

Pearl liked reading people almost as much as she liked reading books. But William Pyke, manager of Cole’s Book Arcade, was about as interesting as an index page.

He had begun working for Pa as a short scruffy boy of twelve. Now he was still working for Pa as a man of thirty-five, and Pearl didn’t think he had ever done much else. His hair was not quite red and not quite brown. He was taller than most men, with more bulk in the shoulders and belly, but not strikingly big. He was kind deep down, but somewhat stern: neither nice enough to like, nor nasty enough to hate. He had plain round glasses, and a plain brown cap, and a plain, blunt way of speaking. He was a good bookseller, as dedicated to the Arcade as the Coles themselves, but he didn’t have Pa’s creative genius. The only magic Pearl ever saw Mr Pyke do was sorting coins and tidying bookshelves by ordering them to move expeditiously. The only change she had ever noticed in his looks was when he’d got his wedding ring. Everything about him was unremarkable.

He was on his way towards her through the forest, so that he wouldn’t have to raise his voice, but at the sight of her face, he stopped. ‘Pearl, is everything all right?’

‘No.’ She sniffed. ‘It’s the epi-toam of horrible.’

‘It’s the … pardon?’

Embarrassment joined her tumult of feelings. After her classmates had giggled at her for mispronouncing words she had read, she had tried to quash the habit. ‘Everything is the perfect example of horribleness.’

‘Blimey – everything?’ He glanced towards the main part of the Arcade, where his duties awaited him. ‘You’re a kid on school holidays, living in Cole’s Book Arcade, and your life is the ep-it-o-me of horrible?’

He was telling her she was wrong before she had even answered the question. Pearl pressed her lips firmly shut. 

‘Who were you talking to?’ He tried to peer around the trees. ‘How did you even get in here?’

‘I picked the lock with magic,’ she said coolly, as if casting spells he wouldn’t imagine of her was the easiest thing in the world.

Mr Pyke gave the same exasperated sigh as he had when Eddie had once kicked a football into Music Land, and struck the exact centre of a gong. ‘Well, don’t do it again.’ He pointed his thumb at the exit.

Pearl kicked another stone. The bookseller’s daughter ought not to be bossed around by his staff.

‘Pearl, it isn’t safe. You could get locked in.’ Mr Pyke swung the mirrored door almost closed, and stuck his hand through the reflection to show how, when shut, it would blend into the endless magical reflections around it. ‘You could wander for days, and die of thirst before we found you. I’m going to see you out safely, like it or not.’

She wasn’t ready to leave Forevergreen, and face her family again. The tangle of her feelings was only half unravelled.

Maybe she ought to tell Mr Pyke about everything wrong with her life and the world, after all. It might bring her some small satisfaction to prove to him that, yes, actually, a girl who lived in a magic bookshop could have real problems.

And perhaps it might help to speak her feelings aloud to somebody. Mr Pyke had known her since she was a baby, and the Arcade since its humblest beginnings. He cared about the bookshop, too. Perhaps she could get him on her side.

‘Is that our Pearl in there, Mr Pyke?’ Vally’s head popped around the door frame. ‘Ooh. I always think I’ll get lost in these things.’

Pearl’s solitude was ruined. She kicked a patch of illusory flowers and plodded towards the door.

‘That’s the way,’ Mr Pyke said, slowly and too nicely, as if Pearl was as young and gullible as his own four children. ‘Are you sure no one else is in here?’

‘I didn’t see anybody.’ She had heard a spirit, but she hadn’t seen its body.

Mr Pyke took his big ring of keys from his pocket and locked the glass door. ‘No more picking locks, all right?’

Vally drew Pearl out of Wonder Land and into the War History section, where the staff on the morning shift would find it harder to listen in on them. He looked just as anxious as when she had left the breakfast table. ‘Are you OK, Pearlie?’

‘No! Ma and Pa are about to ruin our lives, and I’m the only one who cares.’

‘I – I care.’ He looked stunned. ‘Eddie and Ivy and I all agree with you.’

Pearl didn’t feel quite as cross with him now as she had on her way downstairs, but she wasn’t ready to give up her ground yet. ‘You all said you’d go if we must. You should have stood up for the Arcade.’

Vally grimaced at the floor. ‘Will you come upstairs and say sorry before they go?’

Pearl crossed her arms. ‘I’m not sorry.’

‘But they’re going out to sea! What if they sink in The Rip tonight, knowing their last conversation with you was a fight? Dozens of ships have sunk going through there.’

Pearl was about to roll her eyes and remind Vally that hundreds of ships sailed through the rocky mouth of Port Phillip Bay with no trouble. But just then, she had a brainwave – a sudden, powerful idea. ‘You’re absolutely right. We’ve got to make sure they don’t board that ship.’

Vally shook his head. ‘Pearl, no. That is …’ His tone said stupid, but the words he chose were, ‘Not sensible.’

‘You haven’t heard my plan yet!’ In fact, she had not created a plan yet, but she still thought Vally ought to give it a chance.

‘Come off it. You can’t prevent Ma and Pa from selling the Arcade by making them late for their ship. What’s to stop them from buying another set of tickets, and taking the next steamer to Sydney?’

‘Me,’ Pearl said, ‘sabotaging them twice.’

‘They believe they’re doing the right thing.’

‘They’ve been wrong before!’ She moved closer to him, so that the staff would not overhear her. ‘Listen. If we saved the Arcade once, we can do it again. Ivy and I could lure the monkeys and the parrots out of the Fernery, and let them run amok in the Arcade. Then, while everyone is busy trying to catch them, you and Eddie could hide the luggage in—’

‘I said no, Pearl.’

She stared at her brother in disbelief.

‘You’ll only cause trouble for the staff. This is completely different from last time. And it isn’t really your Arcade, or mine. Look at the apostrophe.’ He pointed to a Cole’s Book Arcade sign above them. ‘It’s before the S. Which means the Arcade belongs to one person named Cole, and that’s Pa. If he and Ma have decided to leave, there’s nothing we can do to change their minds.’

‘Can’t we try?’ She grabbed his hands as another idea struck her. ‘And how do we know it’s completely different? How do we know the Obscurosmith isn’t part of all this?’

He flinched. ‘You needn’t say his name.’

‘Why shouldn’t I?’ she retorted. ‘Do you think he’s watching us now, waiting for his cue to make a dramatic entrance?’

Vally glanced up at the Book Arcade’s balconies. ‘Well, now I might. But that was a low blow you dealt Pa, bringing that up. What’s past is past.’

‘Is it?’

‘What makes you say that?’

Should she tell him about the spirit? She decided it was beside the point. ‘Can we be sure that Mr Maximillian isn’t causing all the horrible things that have been happening lately? All those empty shops – he could have vanished everything in them, like he tried to do to us! And he could magically steal the gold from the banks, and—’

‘Of course. It all makes sense now.’

‘Yes!’ Pearl squeezed Vally’s fingers. ‘I wonder what he wants this time.’

‘I bet he’s been magicking odd socks out of my dresser, too.’ Now Pearl heard the sarcasm in her brother’s voice. ‘He’s the reason toast always lands face-down!’

Pearl stepped back, her cheeks growing hot. ‘Don’t ridicule me.’

‘Well, you didn’t think it through.’ At most, Vally was poking fun, but it stung like ridicule. ‘Try saying evil fairies or a secret society instead of Mr Maximillian – it sounds silly. The empty shops just went out of business.’

‘But he’s a magician!’

‘You’re talking about things that are too big for one person to control, even him. And besides, why would he want to slowly ruin a city with droughts and recessions? I’m sure he’d rather keep swanning around, stealing people’s memories, and making their own furniture attack them.’

Vally had grown tall and gangly of late. His face was less round. He nearly had enough fuzz in front of his ears to call sideburns. But in his wide blue eyes, Pearl could see the same fretful little boy he’d always been.

‘Come upstairs and apologise to Ma and Pa,’ he said, more gently. ‘They’re worried about you.’

He hadn’t come to comfort her, or to help her work out a plan. He’d come to force her to make peace, because he was afraid of fighting. Including fighting to save their home.

‘Just say you’re sorry, even if you don’t mean it,’ he said wearily. ‘You’ll ruin their trip if you leave this hanging over their heads.’

‘I hope I do.’

‘Oh, now you’re just—’

‘Don’t start thinking you can tell me what to do, just because they’re leaving you in charge!’ Without giving him a chance to reply, Pearl marched out of the War History section, carrying inside her the weight of the entire Arcade.

She spent the rest of the morning huddled among the biographies, where no one was likely to look for her. The happy music of the Band floated through the Arcade, and it didn’t match her mood or her book at all. The book, A Thousand Miles Up the Nile, was the travel diary of a lady who roamed around, exploring and drawing the ancient ruins in Egypt. 

Pearl envied her. She expected someone to tell her it was time to wave off the coach that would take Ma, Pa, Linda, and Eddie to the docks, but no one did.

In fact, the first she knew of their departure was a whisper that seemed to come from directly in front of her face. ‘Now your mother … gone. Now … teach me.’
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the free spirit

Pearl snapped her book shut. ‘I have enough problems of my own. I don’t need yours.’

A lamp rattled above her head. A book fell off the nearest shelf. The Band continued playing their jolly tunes.

‘Is that supposed to frighten me?’ Pearl crouched to pick up the fallen book. ‘You’re not doing yourself any favours, you know.’

When at last the spirit spoke, it sounded sulky. ‘You … selfish. Like him.’

Self-doubt wriggled in the pit of Pearl’s stomach. When she had outwitted the Obscurosmith, he had been impressed and delighted. A rascal after my own heart, he’d called her. She didn’t want to believe that she could be anything like him. But sometimes it was too easy to run after her own fun, without caring whether she trod on mushrooms or seashells or someone’s game of hopscotch.

Perhaps she was being unfair. If the spirit had come to her when she was in a good mood, she would probably have been kinder to it.

‘I mean … you haven’t explained things properly.’ She retreated into the Language Reference section, which was unpopular enough that no one was likely to overhear her. ‘Tell me about yourself. How old are you?’

‘… difficult to say.’

If it didn’t remember its name, it might not remember its age. Thinking of its stubborn questions, she said, ‘You sound young. Do you remember whether you’re a child or a grown-up, at least?’ Being a child would explain the invisible visitor’s strange manners. She felt a pang of remorse for the harsh way she had spoken to it.

‘A child … entire person.’ Perhaps she was imagining it, but the voice seemed sad. ‘I … only a spirit.’

‘Are you a boy, or a girl?’

‘I am me,’ said the spirit. ‘But am … he? Or she?’

‘You can be both, if you like. Or neither. Angels are neither, and Loki from the Norse myths can switch.’ Pearl had never met anyone who was anything other than masculine or feminine, but the idea interested her. ‘If you’ve got no body, who’s to say you’re—’

‘He,’ said the spirit.

Pearl was disappointed, to her own surprise. Her school friends were all girls. Their peers at the nearest boys’ grammar were crass rascals. ‘You don’t have to be a boy just because we called you Mr Ghost before.’

‘Is it better to be a girl?’

Pearl looked down. Her skirts hung past her knees, and must always, now that she was no longer a little girl. Now she wore embarrassing undergarments to boost her up, and tuck her in, and deal with her monthly troubles. Some of her teachers called her unladylike for the way she walked, and laughed, and ate apples. Beyond the enlightened Book Arcade, people complained about women who rode bicycles, or wanted the right to vote.

Pearl sighed. ‘You might as well be a boy. Being a girl means putting up with people always complaining that you’re not doing it properly. Now, let’s pick a name for you.’ She examined the Language Reference section around her. Her fingers hovered over a book of baby names, then over Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, full of odd sayings and ancient stories. But the names Aladdin and Lancelot seemed no better than John or Clarence.

As soon as the inspiration struck, a ladder slid eagerly towards her. She rode it along its rails to the thesauruses. She found an index card and a small pencil, which were provided in the Book Arcade for customers to use. She turned to F in the thesaurus, and wrote all the synonyms for free and freedom that she liked. Then she did the same for the word spirit.

‘Spirit boy,’ she said, ‘can you read?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then what do you think of these?’

Able (Abel)                                         Anima

Autonomous, Autonomy (Tom)        Eidolon

Free Will (Will)                               Phantom

Leeway (Lee)                                   Spectre

Liberty (Bert)                                  Wraith

‘You were lucky to survive the Obscurosmith,’ Pearl said, ‘so you should have a name that says you’re proud of it. Do you feel like an Abel, or a Bert?’

She felt the hot wind on her shoulder, as if the child spirit was leaning over her. ‘Autonomous. Not Tom.’

It did sound like a boy’s name – a grand old ostentatious one, like Augustus and Ignatius. ‘Autonomous Phantom? Autonomous Eidolon?’

‘Wraith,’ said the spirit, after a moment’s thought. ‘Call me Autonomous Wraith.’

It sounded spooky and solemn, like him. ‘All right, Autonomous Wraith. Tell me about your run-in with Mr Maximillian.’

The air where he floated seemed to shiver. ‘Must I?’

‘You know about mine – it’s only fair.’

Autonomous was silent for a while, seemingly in thought.

‘You were unwell,’ Pearl encouraged him. ‘And what did he promise you?’

‘I wanted a new body.’ The pages riffled softly in the thesaurus. ‘A strong one … would not die. But something went wrong.’

Before their own misadventure, Pearl had heard from her father the kind of thing the Obscurosmith usually did. ‘Something always goes wrong,’ she agreed. ‘But I don’t know if I can teach you anything useful. I didn’t really win with magic, you know.’ The only real teacher of magic was practice, and everyone practised it differently. No two minds worked quite the same. Ma, Linda, and Mr Pyke all articulated by speaking, like Pearl did, but taking tips from them was like taking flute lessons from people who played the trombone. ‘I can mend a chipped bowl if I have the broken piece, and make a lolly hop across a room towards me, and that’s about all.’

‘You are not … great magician,’ Autonomous agreed. ‘But you could be. Show me what you know. I will surely learn something useful … watching you.’

Pearl frowned at the place where she thought Autonomous might be, but he was as invisible as the wind. There was not even a misty wisp of him. It made him very difficult to read. ‘You’ve been separated from your body, you’ve narrowly escaped from the Obscurosmith, and your plan is to … watch me practise magic?’

The air wafted against her face. ‘For now.’

Well, it was his life. Or his half-life, at least. If Pearl only needed to practise her hobby and talk to him, that was fine with her. She looked around for something to enchant, but instead, marks of the Arcade’s age caught her eye. A deep scratch on the floor slashed its way past her feet. Out in the lightwell, a rainbow sign in a beam of sunshine was fading to pastel shades. Twelve years of use could wear a place out.

It was no wonder that Ma and Pa felt the need to leave. Every time they walked through the Arcade, they must be noticing in their peripheral vision all the little jobs that needed doing. Hadn’t Pa been sighing over the cost of repairs this morning? They must be doing to the bookshop what they did to themselves in the mirror: sighing over grey hairs and recent wrinkles. They were so used to the dear old faces underneath that tiny, unimportant new imperfections were all they noticed.

Pearl felt a thrill of determination and excitement. Now she knew what needed to be done. She didn’t quite know the cost of paint and polish, but she was sure that her parents wouldn’t worry about money so much if she saved them a few pounds on sprucing up the place. When they came home, they’d see the bright, fresh Book Arcade, and decide that some empty little shop hundreds of miles away wasn’t worth the trouble after all.

She crouched on the floor, beside the long scratch in the floorboards, and began. ‘I can wipe away this scratch, this fault, this blemish. I can seal it like a wound, from end to end, and leave no scar.’

The scratch in the floor disappeared in one long sweep from right to left.

‘Not bad,’ said Autonomous Wraith. ‘But you can do better, can’t you?’
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Pearl plunged into her project at once. Her words brightened old paint and wove sagging wicker chairs back together. The beauty of the results satisfied her in a way that tidying her room never had.

‘You’ve cheered up,’ Vally remarked that night, as he took a warm pie from the pie-shop out of the oven.

‘I’ve got a plan to save the Arcade,’ Pearl said, and she told her siblings about her restoration project.

But when she was done, Vally frowned. ‘What will happen when your magic decays?’

Magic, like all human creations, fell apart eventually. The magic of experts might take years or decades to fade, but the decline of ill-made magic was usually rapid and sudden. Sometimes it could decay in strange, unpredictable ways, becoming something new.

‘It doesn’t need to last forever,’ Pearl said. ‘Just long enough to bring back the Arcade’s old sparkle.’

‘The staff should take care of that.’ Vally struggled with magic – too much anxious imagination, not enough conviction – which tended to create minor disasters. ‘Besides, our parents were never spending hundreds of pounds on maintenance.’

‘Well, I think it’s a nice thing to do!’ Ivy said. ‘Can I help?’

She tried to assist Pearl for three quarters of an hour, drawing her intentions in the air with the bit of dowel she called her magic wand. Then she let her hands fall to her sides.

‘Pearl, can we stop now?’ The marks Ivy had just erased were faintly reappearing on the skirting board. ‘We’re just doing chores.’

‘Magic takes practice.’

‘Practice is boring,’ Ivy said. ‘I’m going to play backgammon with Val.’

Autonomous Wraith didn’t think it was boring. He had great enthusiasm for magic. He claimed to have a talent for it himself. But the next day, when Pearl asked him to show her, he said he couldn’t articulate without a body.

‘And how do you articulate?’ She was trying not to be impatient with him, but he had a frustrating habit of giving her only partial answers.

He didn’t answer for a long time. Then he said, ‘I use a sort of language I made up.’

‘You write in a secret code?’ Pearl cried, in earnest excitement. ‘Show me!’

But when she fetched a pen and inkwell for him, Autonomous could barely raise the pen. The nib skittered about, making shaky scribbles. Pearl couldn’t help giggling. ‘Why don’t you tell me again how talented you are?’

‘You do it, then, if you’re so clever!’ Autonomous dropped the pen, speckling the page with ink. ‘It isn’t easy to write with no hands!’

She clamped the pen in her teeth, and began to scrawl her initials.

Autonomous said nothing, but when Pearl lifted the pen, he wafted the paper away.

She thought that he must be the spirit of a rather spoilt child, and a lonely one, since no one seemed to have taught him how to speak nicely to someone he wished to make his friend. She imagined him to be a rich, neat, unsmiling little boy of eight or nine, with dark curly hair. And something about both his innocence and arrogance reminded Pearl of the main character in a rather sappy book called Little Lord Fauntleroy, who wore a velvet suit with a frilly lace collar and sleeves.

The one thing she couldn’t imagine was his illness. She tried all sorts of symptoms on her idea of him, like grisly outfits on a paper doll: the rotting gums and blue spots of scurvy, the oozing lumps of bubonic plague … and the awful red rash of the thing that had changed her family forever. ‘Did you have scarlet fever, Autonomous?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘My condition was more unusual.’

If Autonomous didn’t want to return to his body, it must have been painful, or terminal, or something that kept him indoors, away from other children. ‘Tuberculosis?’

‘You’ll never guess.’

He would say no more about it. And he insisted against introducing himself to Ivy or Vally. ‘They’re not worth my time,’ he said. ‘They’re not on our side.’
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Chair by chair and stain by stain, Pearl made Cole’s Book Arcade new. On Sunday, the third day of her project, the Arcade was closed. In the afternoon, she looked down the huge empty bookshop, hating the thought of another hour of casting thankless spells.

After that, nothing worked.

Pearl’s conviction failed her. Unwanted results were possible in magic with the best of attempts, but to do it when you didn’t feel like it was to doom your efforts entirely. She could neither remove nor silence the squeak in the front door of the flat. The loose board she found on the stairs would not stick down. She couldn’t even erase the graffiti on the sign above the Decorative Arts books. Some jokester had added an F to the word Arts, but when Pearl tried to get rid of it, all the letters on the sign shifted and shuffled about.

‘Forest Rat Advice?’ she cried, reading the garbled sign. ‘I’ve made it worse!’

A dust ball twirled around the floor, but Pearl only knew Autonomous was the source of the breeze when he spoke. ‘Valentine is right. What you’re trying to do is beyond you.’

Pearl let her head fall into her hands. She had been saying I can, I can, I can for hours – yet she couldn’t make reality match her vision.

‘You’re not as capable as I thought you were. I’m starting to wonder if you beating the Obscurosmith was only a fluke.’

‘Autonomous,’ she said through her fingers, ‘that is not helping.’

She felt him stir the air around her, and come to a stop at her shoulder. ‘Would you like me to help?’

‘How?’ she snapped.

‘We can help each other. I have an idea. But I’ll need you to give me a hand.’

She was all out of ideas as well as conviction. How could he make more of a mess than she had done already? ‘All right.’

‘Maybe both hands. And your eyes, too.’

‘I can’t separate them, so count all of me in,’ Pearl said. ‘Just tell me what to do.’

‘Why, Pearl …’ Then a strange prickling heat rippled through her head, and she heard Autonomous Wraith speaking from between her ears instead of into them. ‘I’m so glad you put it like that.’

The burning sensation spread over her scalp, down both arms, through her chest and stomach and legs down to her feet. It felt like having a bucketful of hot water poured over her head in the bath, only it was flowing through her instead of over her skin.

What are you doing, Autonomous? she wanted to ask. What’s happening to me?

He answered the question before she could speak.

‘I need magic to beat the Obscurosmith, but I can’t articulate without a body,’ said the voice of Autonomous in her head. ‘So I’m borrowing yours.’

He was replying to her thoughts. He could hear her thinking.

Pearl tried to open her mouth to protest. It wouldn’t obey her. Her heart pounded like a fist against a door.

Autonomous felt it, too. Pearl watched her hand rise, as if it had a mind of its own, and press itself to the centre of her chest. ‘What a powerhouse!’ he marvelled, in her mind. Then he stretched both arms above her head … and further behind her shoulders, and further still to touch the floor behind her, making the world turn upside-down and her spine arch the wrong way and her feet soar up and over her body—

Before she could scream, she was back on her feet, staggering for balance, her long skirts swaying around her.

She had just performed a back handspring for the first time in her life.

Autonomous swung Pearl’s arms, testing her joints and muscles. ‘Fair strength. Good flexibility.’ He stretched her hand in front of her face. ‘I hope I can write with these chubby little fingers.’

Pearl did not try to look around, but her eyes moved anyway. Autonomous had spotted the nearby Enquiries Desk, where the staff kept some handy stationery. Pearl’s right leg stepped forward without permission from her brain. She pressed her heel into the floor, resisting it. Let go of my feet!

But her left foot was already stamping towards the Enquiries Desk, dragging her stiff right leg, and the rest of her, with it. ‘Our feet, now,’ the voice of Autonomous replied in her head. ‘You said you were all in.’

Pearl shut her eyes and locked her knees, keeping her legs straight and immovable. You can’t push me around!

But while she was concentrating on that, Autonomous tipped the top half of her body forward, so that she had to put out her hands or fall on her face. She opened her eyes to find herself walking on her palms like an acrobat.

‘It seems that I can,’ Autonomous remarked.

Autonomous Wraith! Pearl thought with all her might. Give me back my … self!

‘In good time.’ He tipped her feet back to the floor and flipped her upright. ‘Right now, it’s your turn to watch how I do magic.’

The battle of wills – Autonomous trying to walk, Pearl’s own spirit resisting – made her stagger, and she bumped into the Enquiries Desk. She picked up a pencil, and couldn’t make herself let it go. Then she was being steered back towards the FOREST RAT ADVICE sign, and watching her fingers slide the thin board from its bracket on the bookshelves.

‘Let’s see …’ Autonomous rapidly twirled the pencil in Pearl’s fingers – another skill she had never mastered herself – and turned the sign over, bracing it against Pearl’s left wrist like a school writing slate. ‘The spell that causes an object to revert to a previous state …’

A sequence of angular hieroglyphs that Pearl couldn’t read flashed through her mind. She watched her own hand draw each symbol, neatly and quickly.

When Autonomous turned it over again, the sign’s letters were wriggling like caterpillars back towards their original places. Even that pesky F paled into nothingness, leaving only  the words Decorative Arts.

‘There!’ Autonomous Wraith slid the sign back into its bracket and stood back to admire it. ‘Not too shabby, under the circumstances.’

Pearl was so impressed that for a moment, all she could think was, He really is as talented as he said he was.

‘Of course,’ Autonomous replied in her head. ‘I don’t make empty boasts, you know.’

Pearl stared at her hands in wonderment. As little as she wanted to be steered like a stolen horse, a very skilful and effective spell had just come from her hands. And she hadn’t needed to do any of the difficult thinking that went into making magic.

She looked up through the Book Arcade’s lightwell. A few dusty cobwebs were gathered in the highest corners, where no one could easily reach with a feather duster. Perhaps, just for today, she could endure this unpleasantness to save the Arcade. Can you magic those cobwebs away, Autonomous?

She saw her fingers curl like claws. She felt a grin that didn’t belong to her spread across her face. Then Autonomous Wraith opened Pearl’s mouth, and spoke in her voice. ‘Oh, I can do much more than that.’
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the secret script

Cole’s Book Arcade contained many unusual things, but Vally had lived there long enough to recognise the wrong kind of strange.

On Monday morning, when he went downstairs to pick something new to read, the mechanical chicken’s nest was empty.

The mechanical chicken was not magical. It – or she, being a hen – was a clever piece of German engineering. When a child put a penny in the slot in her beak, it triggered a mechanism that made a clucking noise, and released a tin egg containing some lolly or trinket. That was all she was made for.

So Vally was quite surprised to find the big black hen strutting back and forth across the front entrance, before an audience of incoming customers and amused shop boys. Even Mr Pyke had found an excuse to work a cash register, and watch the chicken on patrol.

Before Vally could ask if anyone knew how the chicken had come to life, she stopped her parading and looked about, like a harsh schoolmistress who had just heard a whisper. ‘Book?’ Her beady gaze settled on an old woman shuffling out of the shop. Then the chicken charged at the woman, talons clinking on the floorboards. ‘Book, book!’ The chicken blocked the customer’s path. ‘Book, book, book!’

‘Oh, dear … I’m so sorry …’ Stammering, the customer opened her handbag and took out a little book of poems. She turned her pleading gaze towards Vally, the nearest person. ‘I forgot … I didn’t mean to …’

‘It’s all right, madam.’ Vally gestured towards the cash registers. ‘Mr Pyke over there will ring it up for you. It happens all the time.’ Although usually, when a customer absent-mindedly walked out, there wasn’t such a fuss about it. Vally glanced at the chicken.

She gathered her metal wings behind her, puffing out her chest. ‘Book.’

As the old woman checked her coin purse, Vally heard the jingle of small change. ‘Oh … too expensive, I’m afraid. Good day.’ With trembling fingers, the woman pressed the book into his hands and hurried out into the street.

‘How about that, Val?’ Mr Pyke leaned on the counter, looking as pleased as the parading chicken. ‘We’ll have no more shoplifting on her watch!’

Vally was familiar enough with magic to know how difficult and complex animating the chicken must have been. It seemed too advanced for Mr Pyke, who generally stuck to ordering and tidying. ‘Did Pa do this? I thought he didn’t really mind if people … forget to pay now and then.’ Steal felt too harsh a word.

‘Well, no, he doesn’t.’ Mr Pyke sighed. ‘But if we happen to save a few shillings from the Arcade’s beautiful accidents, I won’t complain!’

All of Pa’s passion and magic woven into the Book Arcade occasionally resulted in unintentional marvels, which embellished and extended his creations. But, as Vally watched the mechanical chicken inspect the passing customers, he began to doubt that this was one of those beautiful accidents. The chicken’s noisy accusations didn’t seem to match Pa’s goal of making people feel welcome in his bookshop.

The biggest magical change in Cole’s Book Arcade recently was Pearl’s retouching project. A thief-detecting chicken might be her doing, if she thought those few shillings saved could stop the Arcade from going out of business.

But that didn’t make sense, either. What twelve-year-old could achieve such complex, powerful magic?

By midday, the Arcade was stuffy with the heat of the summer sun. Vally and Ivy went to cool off in the shady Fernery. Pearl hadn’t wanted to come, not even for a picnic lunch from the Tea Salon. They dangled their feet in the creek while the parrots and monkeys tried to snatch scraps. Ivy tossed her sandwich crusts into the rainforest.

A vine slithered down from a tall tree, gathered the crusts from the ground, and flung them back in her face.

She laughed, looking around for the culprit. ‘Those monkeys are so naughty!’

Vally nudged her with his elbow. ‘You’re naughty, throwing litter.’

‘They threw it back!’

‘Did they? I could have sworn I saw …’ Vally scrunched his paper napkin into a ball and hurled it into the undergrowth. This time, the head of a frond sprang up from the centre of a fern, caught the napkin like a green fist, and threw it right back at him. ‘There!’

‘The Fernery won’t let us toss our rubbish,’ Ivy said. ‘That’s new, isn’t it?’

The scolding chicken and the vigilant vines put Vally ill at ease. Watching, judging, and punishing the customers was not true to the nature of Cole’s Book Arcade.

Later in the afternoon, he crossed paths with Pearl.

She strode along the first floor, her eyes fixed on the way ahead, ignoring him. In the crook of one arm, she held a bunch of paper flowers – the kind used in fake bouquets, or for sewing onto ladies’ hats. Under the other arm she held a roll of paper, and a small box of artist’s charcoal. She must have been costing the Stationery Department a fortune.

‘What are those for, Pearlie?’

‘The flies.’ She didn’t stop.

In summertime, with the Book Arcade’s doors open for thirteen hours a day, a few flies were inevitable. Still, Vally didn’t think the problem was as serious as the expression on Pearl’s face. ‘Why would flies be attracted to paper flowers?’

‘I haven’t cast the spell yet.’

‘You’re spending a lot of time on this.’ Their parents had left on Friday; today was Tuesday. ‘It’s the school holidays. Come and have some fun with Ivy and me.’

‘Magic is fun.’ She dodged him, down the aisle to her left.

He had to chase her again. ‘The litter spell in the Fernery was you, wasn’t it?’

‘What of it?’ she replied crisply.

He caught her shoulder, making her turn to face him. She had been so late to bed last night that he wasn’t sure she had slept at all, and her lower eyelids were as dark as bruises. ‘I think you’re overdoing it.’

Her expression was so cold and still that she hardly looked like Pearl at all.

‘I’m sorry I wouldn’t help you make Ma and Pa late for their ship,’ Vally said. ‘I’m sorry none of us are helping you to improve the Arcade.’

‘I don’t care about that anymore.’ She began to spread the paper on the floor, in a spot between the bookshelves that got little foot traffic.

‘Then why are you in such a bad mood all the time? When Ivy or I try to talk to you, you brush us off. And you haven’t even been reading!’ There was a knot in his chest. He hadn’t meant for the conversation to go this way, but everything she did only made him worry for her more. ‘These might be our last months in the Arcade! Is this how you want to remember them?’

Pearl busied herself pushing the paper flowers into the centre of the large sheet.

Her silence left Vally mystified. Maybe she wanted something different from him: not an apology, but some praise for her hard work. ‘I noticed what you did with the chicken. You’re becoming quite an expert.’

She took a stick of willow charcoal from the box. ‘I’ve been experimenting with my style of articulation.’

It was usual for absolute novice magicians to try different styles until something showed signs of working for them, but it seemed a shame to Vally that Pearl would throw away her years of progress and start over. ‘Will you show me?’

Ordinarily, she would have said yes.

In fact, ordinarily, she would have insisted that he watched until she had spoken her magic into reality in her usual way.

The strangely sullen girl before him did not say anything. Instead, she pinched the charcoal delicately, and began to draw a pattern in a circle around the paper flowers.

No – not a pattern. They were spiky, complex letters, like ancient runes, or advanced mathematical symbols. As she lifted the charcoal from the page, a blowfly droned through the aisle. It hovered low over Pearl’s mound of paper flowers.

A pink paper tulip leapt from the pile, and grabbed the fly out of the air. Several other paper flowers tried to do the same, but missed, and fell into a rustling heap.

‘Holy mackerel!’ It was the first time Vally had said holy mackerel in his life, but what Pearl had achieved was extraordinary enough to warrant it. ‘How did you learn that?’

Pearl should have shrieked and jumped with delight.

Pearl should have grabbed Vally’s arm and done a triumphant dance.

Instead, she pursed her lips, and threw down her charcoal. ‘I have had a lot of practice.’ She picked up a handful of paper flowers, climbed a nearby ladder and placed a few flowers on the bookshelf. ‘But I don’t think I’ve surpassed the old fellow yet.’

‘The old fellow? You mean Pa?’

‘No.’

Vally could think of only one other magically talented person she might be talking about. ‘Are you obsessing about the Obscurosmith again?’

‘Valentine.’ She looked down at him with a cold, derisive expression that Vally had never seen on her face before. ‘You’ll be in no danger if you stay out of my business.’ Then she somersaulted backwards off the ladder, landed on her feet with catlike grace, scooped up an armful of paper flowers, and marched away, leaving Vally frozen with bewilderment behind her.

Since when was she a gymnast? Since when did she do anything with catlike grace? Doglike vigour was more her style.

A shadow of foreboding passed over Vally’s heart. The last time one of his siblings had been this drastically different from their usual self, it had been the false Ruby, alive three years after the real one’s death. Maybe when Pearl had mentioned the Obscurosmith last week, Vally should have taken her seriously. Something very peculiar was happening here.

And as the day wore on, Vally found the symbols everywhere.

Large angular symbols in the soil in the Fernery. Tiny angular symbols scrawled in pencil on the stairs. Symbols finger-painted with ink behind picture frames, and scratched with a drawing pin on the undersides of chairs.

Sometimes Vally wished he had a different sort of mind, one that didn’t worry so much. His Pa saw bright, shining possibilities in everything. His Ma made decisions with confidence, and never seemed to second-guess them. And he envied Eddie, who seemed able to send any troubling thought away, never to return.

But two years ago, a mind that searched, and analysed, and refused to be complacent, had turned out to be quite valuable indeed. Finding problems where no one else saw any was perceptive. Turning doubts over and over was a way of looking for solutions.

Vally had saved his family with this restless, questioning brain.

If he must, he would do it again.
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the incomplete truth

Autonomous Wraith was strong, and clever, and reckless.

He made Pearl feel as if she could do anything.

When he was with her – when he was her – her limits seemed to melt away. He would try any magic in his determination to best the Obscurosmith. For him, sprucing up the Arcade was a valuable exercise. Every spell expanded his imagination, strengthened his conviction, and refined his articulation. Pearl had only to notice the dust on the fancy plates in the Ornament Department, and Autonomous could cast a spell that sent a feather duster scurrying through them, seeming to gobble up the dust as if it was ravenous. If she spotted a crafty sparrow hopping around the Tea Salon floor, Autonomous could cast a spell to pick it up and send it outside, as if a fist had closed around its fragile body and carried it away. While feeding the animals in the Fernery, Pearl idly wondered how the monkeys would look if they had colourful feathers like the parrots.

‘Let’s try it.’ Autonomous guided Pearl’s hand towards a twig on the ground. His secret language of articulation flashed through her mind as he compelled her hand to write. Parallel curves for exchange or swap, a dot on a line for that or those, an angular spiral for living thing, a hollow circle for surface or appearance or skin …

Was he writing a spell to swap the animals’ skins?

Pearl snatched back control of her hand, and threw the twig into the undergrowth.

Startled by the movement, the animals fled.

‘You ruined it,’ Autonomous complained.

Good! Pearl thought. I don’t want to hurt animals!

Only Echo the pink cockatoo remained on a nearby stump. She peered at Pearl intently, as if she could see Autonomous hiding behind her eyes, and squawked, ‘Cheeky girl! Mind your head!’

‘I know how to do it without hurting them, if only you wouldn’t interrupt me,’ said Autonomous. ‘And you didn’t mind killing those flies.’

Pearl thought of the blowflies, trapped and struggling in her carnivorous paper flowers. Then she shook her head. Flies weren’t intelligent. They weren’t her friends, like the monkeys and parrots were. Who cared how a disgusting blowfly died?

Autonomous didn’t. That was another fact of allowing him into her head, another limit he helped her to ignore. Because he had hardly any conscience, and hardly any fears, Pearl’s own cares seemed to fade in his presence. Autonomous didn’t worry about Ma and Pa returning – or not returning. He didn’t worry about the world outside Cole’s Book Arcade. He didn’t look down at Pearl’s body, with Pearl’s eyes, and wish it was simple and small and comfortable, like it used to be. For the spirit, it was a fascinating novelty to be in control of a body that was healthy and strong. He loved to run with her legs, and loved it all the more when they could provoke Mr Pyke by doing it. He thrilled at being able to craft magic with her hands. He wasn’t afraid of what might happen if she fell from the second floor balcony – so he walked her along it without a wobble, like a bird on a high wall. He made her feel mighty and marvellous and smarter than everybody. And if Pearl’s wrist twinged painfully when she did a cartwheel, Autonomous helped her forget it soon enough.

But sometimes her body was more insistent, and that frustrated them both. It was as if she and Autonomous were sharing a seat in a gig cart, wanting to gallop down a flat empty road with the wind in their hair, but held back by a plodding horse. If Pearl truly disliked anything about Autonomous Wraith, it was his habit of blaming her for needing things. He seemed to think her instincts were preferences she could choose to ignore. The first time she tried to sleep as two souls in one body, Autonomous fidgeted for ten minutes and asked, ‘How long is this going to take?’ He waited outside the room while she dressed or bathed, but because she knew he was waiting, it didn’t feel like real privacy. The first time she and Autonomous ate together, he enjoyed the pleasure of tasting things. The third time she felt hungry, he was bored of it.

‘Again?’ he grumbled, when her stomach did the same. ‘What’s the point of filling you up if you’re only going to be empty again in a few hours?’

The point is to keep me alive, Pearl thought incredulously. Do you really not remember feeding the last body you were in?

A hazy memory drifted out of Autonomous, the way that they sometimes did. Pearl tasted peppermint, and salt, and a liquid that was cool on the lips but warm on the tongue, like the brandy-soaked pudding that she had once snuck a taste of at a Christmas party. ‘I’m sure I did sometimes,’ he said. ‘But yours is so greedy!’

Pearl was sure he was either misremembering his old life, or telling a cruel lie to shame her out of caring for herself. He was a hypocrite, too, because sometimes she felt a peculiar sensation from him that was as urgent as any of her own needs. It was a sort of tugging emptiness, less like hunger than homesickness. Sometimes it felt like she had a large hollow where one of her lungs should have been, or one of her legs, or half of her brain. But if she breathed deeply, or danced a quick triple-step, or recited a poem, she found everything working as it should. She could never focus on the feeling for long. Autonomous always barged into her thoughts about it.

In a rare moment alone, she felt sorry for him. He knew he was incomplete, and he didn’t want to be, though he tried to deny and distract from it. However ill and weakened his body might have been, he missed being a whole person. That must have been why he was so impatient and rude sometimes. Pearl still had what he had lost, and he was jealous.

Still, she was glad her mother wasn’t home. Her parents, and particularly Ma, would have tried to fence off the exciting world of her new abilities. They would not have let her skip meals, or practise magic late into the night. Everyone else mostly let her be. Ivy was resigned to playing alone. Mr Pyke told her off for misbehaving, but didn’t care to ask why. The other staff rarely dared to scold their employer’s daughter.

Vally was becoming difficult to dodge, though. His compliments on her acrobatics and her magic felt like accusations. And he kept turning up when Pearl thought nobody was around: reading behind the next bookshelf, strolling on the same floor as her, getting up for a glass of water when she and Autonomous trained at night.

‘Are you spying on me?’ she asked him once.

‘Why would I spy on you?’ Vally scoffed, hiding behind a book about extinct birds. ‘You’re imagining things. You’ve been staying up too late. Go to bed early tonight.’
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On Thursday, Pearl and Autonomous were on the rooftop terrace together.

It was a scorching afternoon. The Book Arcade’s glass skylight reflected the glaring sun. Pearl and Autonomous were busy trying to save Pa’s vegetable garden. The paving was scribbled with the symbols of several failed attempts. They had started neat and small, but the strokes had become larger and more forceful with each attempt. Those living things rise! the symbols insisted. Those living things grow large, now!

And this time, they did.

The marigolds burst open like fireworks, shedding petals. The tomatoes grew so plump and heavy that some broke off their vines, and others began to split. Bean tendrils grabbed at their trellises, at one another, at Pearl’s legs, with a greedy kind of desperation. In a few seconds, the garden had become bigger, and brighter, and more lush than it had ever been. It sagged under its own weight.

Inside Pearl, Autonomous burned with triumph. ‘That’s better!’

But as quickly as the garden had begun to grow, it began to droop. Leaves flopped. Tomatoes shrivelled. The basil withered black.

Autonomous gritted Pearl’s teeth. ‘Better, but not good. Are you letting your base urges distract us again?’

Pearl’s mouth prickled with dryness. Sweat had soaked through her layers of cotton underclothes to her blue dress. Her arms tingled with what she suspected was sunburn.

But she didn’t think her body was distracting her. In the moment of casting the spell, her imagination was full of firm, flourishing greenery. She shaded her eyes against the midday sun. It’s not me that’s failing, Autonomous. It’s your magic against this weather. We can’t make anything grow in baked soil.

As she looked at the jagged white slashes on the paving, she missed her old style of magic – her own style. It was clunky and small, but to say I can, and watch it come true, had made her feel content in a way that Autonomous never did about his own magic. He always wanted more, and better.

Why don’t you let me cast something this time? Pearl thought. Her family would be happy and proud to see the garden thrive. That might give her conviction more power than the child spirit’s desire for vengeance against the Obscurosmith.

‘I have a better idea,’ Autonomous replied. ‘If the weather is the problem, then we should solve that.’

Solve … the weather? Controlling the weather was magic on a scale few people could even hope to attempt.

‘Yes. I need great magic to beat the Obscurosmith. You need great magic to make your parents change their minds about leaving Melbourne. Controlling the weather would be very great magic.’

Pearl thought about the last two grim years. The worst problem was what Ma called the recession, and Eddie called the crash. But the second-worst was the weather. Even Pa said he didn’t remember a hotter summer. Dry farms meant dead animals and shrunken crops. Dry bushland meant devastating bushfires.

Pearl didn’t understand the adult world of money. But she knew what a difference she and Autonomous could make with a good soaking rain.

We’ll have to start small, Pearl thought. I don’t think we’ll be able to make a big enough storm on our first try. But once we have the hang of it, we could go to the top of a tall building and cast our rain spell over the whole city!

‘Or a mountain,’ replied Autonomous. ‘From the top of a mountain, we could drench all the land we could see.’

Pearl imagined herself standing on a mountain peak, commanding the weather like a goddess. Had anyone ever achieved such a thing? It was hugely ambitious – but so was Autonomous. He thought he could do whatever he liked, and he was usually right.

‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained!’ He took charge of her hands again, and picked up the chalk. She could feel his conviction blazing within her. She imagined clouds appearing in the empty blue sky above her, coming down to lie like a thick fleece over the city’s hotel roofs and church spires.

Autonomous struck the lines upon the paving. The sign for cold. The sign for water. The sign for many. There were more symbols, but Autonomous wrote them so quickly and with such conviction that their meaning passed Pearl by.

A shadow crossed over the sun.

She risked distracting Autonomous to look up. It was an enormous dark cloud, rolling and billowing like steam. It swirled above her in a vortex as wide as a cricket field, with Cole’s Book Arcade at its centre.

Pearl wanted to scream with delight. It’s working!

‘Eyes down!’ Autonomous wrenched Pearl’s gaze back to the ground. The glance away had not been long enough to make him fumble. ‘It isn’t done yet!’

Then a wave of cool air brushed her face, and something was falling on the Book Arcade’s roof. Pearl could hear it rattling on the corrugated iron, tinkling on the glass, the noise rising to a roar. Her joy swelled with the sound. She looked up.

Tiny objects struck the iron roof and the garden paving. But something was wrong. The drops weren’t splashing where they landed. They were bouncing. The noise as they landed seemed too loud, less like rain and more like …

‘Ow!’ Pearl clapped her hand to the top of her head. It felt like being hit by pebbles. Millions of white specks rebounded from the paving, the metal, the glass. Already they were as big as peas. Autonomous! We’ve made a hailstorm!

As she darted under the outdoor dining table, the hailstones leaping around her feet were the size of marbles. The noise was so loud that Pearl wasn’t sure whether Autonomous could even hear her think. Hailstones thunked on the marble tabletop above her.

Then she saw the Arcade’s skylight crack.

A hailstone the size of a golf ball punched through it, leaving a hole like a bullet wound in the glass. Another ice ball struck, smashing the whole pane inwards. The pieces fell into the Arcade below. More hailstones punctured and pounded and shattered the glass.

It felt like every one of them was smashing through Pearl’s heart.

In a few moments, the hail ceased. Whiteness covered the rooftop terrace. It almost looked the way Pearl imagined snow, but in books she had read, snow softly blanketed gardens, instead of ripping them to tatters. Down in the Book Arcade, the Band had stopped playing. People were shouting.

‘I don’t understand,’ Autonomous said, making Pearl clamber out from under the table. He used her eyes to look her over. ‘We aren’t injured. Why does it hurt?’

Pearl stared at the fragments of skylight glass left in their frames. Tears welled in her eyes. Cole’s Book Arcade was her home. It was the work of her precious father’s life. And worse than the damage to the building was the fact that the customers, and the staff, and her siblings were inside. What if a falling shard of glass had hit somebody? She had tried so hard to improve things, to make the Arcade and its surroundings a place that her family would never want to leave. Instead, she had destroyed it.

‘You haven’t destroyed it,’ Autonomous pointed out. ‘We have only damaged it, and not beyond repair, I think. Besides, your parents can’t sell the Arcade until the glass is replaced.’

Pearl wiped her cheeks. He had a point. He was neither angry, nor sorrowful, but matter-of-fact, and it made things seem a tiny bit less awful. The broken skylight was a problem, but it had a solution, and a bright side. But … we failed, Autonomous, she thought. We failed terribly.

‘Failure is only terrible when it prevents you from trying again,’ he replied. ‘A mistake is only a stumble on the path to excellence, and a stumble is still a step forward.’

The hail crunched behind them.

Autonomous whirled Pearl around.

‘I was about to say, Pearl, how could you?’ Vally emerged from under the canopy that covered the stairwell. ‘But she could never do this.’

‘Vally!’ Pearl struggled to move her mouth. Autonomous was fighting her from the inside. ‘I didn’t … it wasn’t …’

‘Who are you?’ He was glaring at her as if he had never loathed anything more. ‘What have you done with my sister?’

I’m your sister, you idiot! she wanted to say, but what came out was, ‘What are you talking about?’

Vally continued towards her, his voice rising to a shout. ‘Tell me where Pearl is!’

‘Any fool can see she’s right here,’ Autonomous said, in Pearl’s voice.

‘It’s lucky I’m not a fool, then. Answer me.’

Autonomous clenched Pearl’s jaw, holding her mouth shut.

‘You articulate magic in a system of symbols,’ Vally said. ‘You look like my little sister, but she can’t conjure ice out of a summer sky. Pearl says exactly what’s on her mind, but you keep secrets. And when I ask you a question you don’t want to answer, you answer it cryptically, or not at all – when it would be easier to lie.’ Vally pulled a stake as tall as himself from the remains of Pa’s garden. ‘Pearl outsmarted you two years ago, when she and I saved the Arcade. So you waited until our parents left, and you disguised yourself, and you came back for your revenge on my sister and me. Didn’t you … Mr Maximillian?’

Pearl wanted to exclaim in outrage, but Autonomous had control of her mouth. ‘You should call me Autonomous Wraith.’

‘You should answer my questions.’ Her brother clenched both fists around the stake, wielding it like a spear. ‘But I think you’ve told me enough.’

Autonomous tensed.

Pearl’s muscles tensed with him. Tell him he’s got it all wrong, Autonomous!

‘Put down the stake, Valentine,’ said Autonomous. ‘You can’t hurt me without hurting your sister a great deal more.’

The tone of contempt he put into Pearl’s voice sent a chill across her skin.

Lots of people articulated in writing – but Pearl had met only two who used complex secret symbols. When she had asked his name, he had claimed not to have one – but a person could go by several names instead of one. He wished to best the Obscurosmith at magic – but a person could strive to outdo himself.

Tell him he’s wrong, Autonomous, Pearl thought, trying to silence the awful idea rising in her mind. Or let me say it.

‘Pearl, don’t listen to him.’

If it isn’t true, then you should be able to say so.

‘It – the truth is – look, it isn’t quite …’

He couldn’t finish the sentence. He was trying to lie, and he couldn’t do it.

‘It isn’t that simple!’ It was the first time she had heard the spirit sound desperate. ‘We have so much in common, Pearl – I’m learning so much—’

Why should I trust you? She felt sick with disgust. There was a parasite in her mind, and she didn’t know how to get it out. What are you? Who were you before you were Autonomous Wraith?

She could sense Autonomous trying to hide his thoughts from her, trying to seize them and gather them and keep them secret.

But his memories were already leaking into her mind. Pearl remembered her own hands, writing in chalk a moment ago – but she must have been remembering them as Autonomous saw them, because she had never thought of them as the chubby little fingers I’m borrowing – and in a flash, she saw someone else’s hands, through someone else’s eyes – long slender hands in white gloves—

‘Don’t ask me that, Pearl,’ Autonomous said.

More memories of a life that Pearl had never lived flashed through her mind even as Autonomous said it, as rapidly as illustrations on pages being flicked with a thumb.

‘Please …’

She saw the career magician’s face closer than she had ever seen it, because her eyes were his eyes, looking at that handsome, clever fellow in the mirror—

‘… don’t …’

She saw shiny black shoes on her feet, which were his feet, and a brick chimney under them; and far below that, a busy, unfamiliar street full of people in winter clothes with all their hopes and vices and secrets waiting to be winkled out—

‘… ask …’

Images and sounds and words flashed through her mind. A sailing ship. A merry song about disaster. A house of endless staircases. A crying child reaching for a black-haired baby. Electric sparks erupting from a woman’s hands. A boy the size of a mouse.

‘… me …’

And then Pearl saw herself – her younger self, like she saw in photographs – a little Australian girl, talking and talking in a vast shop full of clutter, holding a book and a bag of sweets. ‘Can you show me another trick?’ The same child in her nightdress, shouting at him over something she had asked for, but not wanted – like so many others before her. The same girl again, shaking his hand. ‘It was a very creative game you invented— ’

Pearl saw the world from her own eyes again. She heard herself screaming.

‘He’s closing in on me, Pearl,’ said the thing inside her head. ‘The Obscurosmith is coming to kill me.’

Breathing hard, Pearl gripped her head in both hands. She wished she could reach into her brain and tear the spectre out. The image of her own face two years ago, from his point of view, stayed burned on her eyes, as if she had been staring at the sun.

He’s here! she thought. Autonomous … he’s YOU!

Far away and right in front of her, Vally called her name. The world was muted and distant, as if Pearl saw and heard it through a closed window.

‘I hoped it would not come to this,’ sighed the voice in her head that was not her own. ‘I knew it could spoil our rapport. But I can’t allow anyone to stand in my way.’

Pearl watched in horror as her own hand reached towards the table, coated in hailstones. She could feel each muscle pulling her towards it, resisting her will.

‘Awfully slippery up here, isn’t it?’ her mouth told Vally, without her permission. ‘If you did something reckless, you might fall over the edge.’

And her fingers began to write.
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the best ones to ask

Pearl jerked hideously as she reached towards the icy table. It made her look like a puppet whose master had tangled her strings.

It also made her look nothing like the Obscurosmith. In Vally’s memory, the career magician moved like a tiger. He sauntered through life, knowing it was his game to win. Pearl, or the thing that looked like Pearl, seemed to strain and struggle.

A moment ago, Vally had felt sure that this was not his sister. Now his certainty was crumbling. His thoughts raced. What new clues did he have to this mystery?

Any fool can see she’s right here, the unknown being had said.

You can’t hurt me without hurting your sister.

You should call me … was it Anonymous, or Autonomous? Was it Wrath, anger, or Wraith, spirit?

She had screamed, and screamed, and clutched her head as if in agony.

And now she was trying, with difficulty, to throw Vally off the roof.

Still gripping the garden stake, Vally moved as quickly across the roof terrace as the ice under his feet would allow. Suppose she wasn’t the career magician in disguise? Suppose it really was Pearl, being controlled somehow by the powerful magic of Magnus Maximillian?

Vally seized the edge of the table on which she was writing, and gave it a mighty shove. The marble top and iron legs were too heavy to push over with one hand, but the table shuddered and rocked with his efforts, smearing the lines in the hail.

Pearl staggered back, and clung to the railing. ‘Get away … from me.’

He faltered. Was this his little sister, whom he’d known since she was born, or a trick by something that looked like her?

‘Val … I’m sorry. I can’t …’ Her voice was raw. ‘He won’t … let me … go.’

In that moment, Vally became certain of three things.

Whatever else had a hold over her, Pearl was still Pearl.

She needed help and love in a way she never had before.

And she was telling him to run.

‘I’ll get help!’ Vally backed towards the door. The hail was already melting in the summer heat. ‘I’ll fetch someone who knows about magic!’

But as he said it, she was shaking her head.

By the time he had gone down five stairs, and looked back to check on her, she wasn’t standing by the railing anymore.

She couldn’t have jumped. If she could resist the magic enough to tell Vally to run, then surely …

He leapt back up the stairs in two huge steps, and stumbled back outside.

Pearl was scrambling over the rooftops of the neighbouring buildings. Her feet slid and clanged on metal sheeting. Slate tiles dislodged as she climbed over them.

‘Pearl, stop! You’re going to fall!’

She didn’t answer. She scampered along the gutter trough of one building, and vaulted the parapet of another. Grabbing hold of a chimney, she hauled herself up to the ridge of the next rooftop. She looked back at Vally for a long moment. Then she swung herself over the ridge and dropped down on the other side, beyond view and beyond reach.
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Vally hurtled down the stairs. If a crisis had arisen at any other time, he would have sought the help, reassurance, and magical expertise of his mother and father. Linda would have been his next choice: she liked to be useful, and was good at magic. And even Eddie had a way of looking at any problem that made it seem not so bad.

But none of them were here. Vally couldn’t even send them a message by telegraph. The journey from Sydney to Melbourne took a day and a half by steamship. They would have left their hotel and boarded their ship last night, to arrive home tomorrow morning. And ships at sea couldn’t receive messages: they weren’t connected to the telegraph wires.

So, without his parents, or his elder siblings, or any useful knowledge of magic, the best option Vally had left was to call upon the staff. And the most reliable one among them, whom Vally had known the longest, was William Pyke.

The lift was empty, but Vally didn’t need a driver. He took the knob on the steering wheel and cranked it himself, as fast as the contraption would go. The lift clattered to a halt on the ground floor. He flung the doors open. The staff hurried every which way around the Arcade’s central aisle, where the floor was covered with broken glass. The hailstones had smashed a few lamps. A scarlet puddle was spreading across the wooden floor. For an absurd moment, Vally thought the Arcade was bleeding – but it was only the red dye leaking from the cloth-bound covers of a few wet books. Miss Kay, with a grim look, was shepherding the customers out of her sweetshop. Mr Gabriel, always calm and courteous, escorted some curious onlookers away from the mess.

And Mr Pyke stomped through the chaos, barking like a captain in a storm. ‘You boys – find some clean rags and start drying off those wet encylopaedias! And I need someone to evacuate the customers from the upper floors! You three? Thank you! Listen up, you big shards of glass there: you need to stack yourselves out of harm’s way in these cardboard boxes, expeditiously!’ At his magic word and a wave of his hands, fragments of glass stood upright and hopped into the boxes, tinkling as they went. In the same breath, he pivoted from commanding objects to commanding people. ‘Oi – stop! You’ll cut your hands! No one is to pick up any broken glass, please! Now, what else? You books on the floor: form two orderly stacks. Wet books to the right, dry books to the left, expeditiously!’

The dry books jumped to attention. The wet ones hauled themselves into a pile.

Magic wasn’t one of Vally’s interests, but he had tried it often enough to know the importance of concentration. He waited for the books to start shuffling into place before he spoke. ‘Mr Pyke …’

The bookshop’s manager glanced his way, saw that he was a Cole child, and said, ‘No.’

‘It’s about the skylight!’

‘Valentine,’ he said, through gritted teeth, ‘I cannot talk to you right now.’

‘Pearl is in trouble!’

Mr Pyke snorted. ‘You don’t say.’

‘I mean real trouble! Magic trouble! She made the hailstorm, Mr Pyke – only it wasn’t her kind of magic. And then the magic took over her and tried to make her push me off the roof, and she said: he won’t let me go. I don’t know how it all adds up, but I’m sure it has something to do with the Obscurosmith – oh, not that you know who that is …’ Vally suddenly felt as if he were trying to explain an encounter with a creature from another planet. Devious magicians who stole purses and jewellery were uncommon enough. A devious magician who stole people’s memories and brought back the dead was preposterous.

But when Vally glanced up, Mr Pyke was staring at him in horror. ‘How do you know who that is?’

Vally had expected scepticism, or at best, curiosity. Mr Pyke’s surprise was, itself, surprising. ‘What?’

Mr Pyke looked around at the other staff, and lowered his voice. ‘Tall skinny blighter, isn’t he?’ He flattened his hand high above his head. ‘With a ludicrous top hat?’

‘Yes – but how—?’

‘Black eyes? Unsettling grin? Horribly weird in general?’

‘Yes.’ Vally touched his chin. ‘And a little—’

‘A silly little beard!’ Mr Pyke pulled him into the narrow space between two bookshelves. ‘Where is he? What did he say to you?’

‘Um – he was here in the Arcade. The year before last. But—’

‘He was here?’ Mr Pyke blew out a long breath and pushed up his glasses. ‘Explain it slowly. How do you think your sister made a freak hailstorm, and what does it have to do with the crook I banished from Paddy’s Market twenty-three years ago?’

Vally began to answer the question before it was finished. Some things were too urgent for politeness. ‘I saw her write these strange symbols and – you did what?’

‘I asked you first,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Tell me about Pearl.’

Vally told him all that he knew and had guessed from the last few days.

Mr Pyke began listening with motionless attention, but by the end, he didn’t seem able to stop shaking his head. ‘And you didn’t see where she went?’

‘No. Sorry. I told her I was going for help … and … I thought you were the best person to ask.’

‘You thought right. But we need to call on a friend of mine.’ He sidled past Vally towards Pa’s cluttered office, opened the door, and reached for the telephone on the wall. He cranked the handle on the side of its wooden case, picked up the funnel-shaped receiver and spoke loudly into it, so the person at the telephone exchange could hear. ‘Hello, operator? William Pyke speaking, manager of Cole’s Book Arcade. Would you connect me to number 3205?’ He squinted in concentration as the operator’s voice fuzzed and crackled through the line. ‘Yes. The head seamstress, please.’
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To Vally, a head seamstress sounded like a formidable, matronly old woman, with her lips habitually pursed to hold pins.

Within ten seconds, Mr Pyke’s friend contradicted all of Vally’s expectations.

She announced her arrival by knocking on the door with a rhythm like the first line of Happy Birthday to You. She was Chinese Australian, and appeared to be about Mr Pyke’s age. She wore rather high-heeled boots, a turquoise gown with large puffy shoulders, and a hat topped with rooster feathers. And, most astoundingly, she called Mr Pyke by his nickname, and threw her slender arms around him.

‘Merry Christmas, Happy New Year, and sorry I left it so long!’ She stood back and held his arms. ‘Billy, you’re looking well!’

‘That’s one word for it.’ Mr Pyke patted his middle. ‘Abbie loves her baking more than ever, now that the little ones can join in, and I can’t let their good work be wasted.’

‘Well, you’re always very dashing in that uniform.’

Mr Pyke grinned at her warmly. ‘And how are you? How’s your sister?’

Neither of them seemed to notice Vally staring at them in amazement. Where had this Mr Pyke been hiding?

‘Oh, Billy, you know my sister. She frets like every firstborn, including you.’ The lady hoisted her large handbag and followed Mr Pyke into the Book Arcade. She was missing an ear, Vally saw now. Her hair was pulled back and pinned up, and the place where her ear should have been was as smooth as her cheek. ‘She’s worried about her husband losing his cabinet-making job. Every week, it seems there’s some new strategy to push Chinese people out of work, whether we’re immigrants, or Australians by birth.’

‘You’re preaching to the converted here, old girl,’ said Mr Pyke, with a wave towards one of Pa’s book advertisements: A White Australia Impossible – Read And Learn Why.

‘Dear Mr Cole! Would I be disturbing him by saying hello?’

‘Actually, the Coles are away on business.’ Then Mr Pyke seemed to remember that Vally was there, and became serious again. ‘Except for the youngest ones. Kezia, this is Valentine Cole. Vally, this is my childhood friend, Miss Kezia Kwon. We met when I first started working for your Pa, in Paddy’s Market.’

‘Valentine! Good name!’ Miss Kwon cried, seizing his hand. She wore soft goat-skin gloves, and she gave his arm a firm pump. ‘Good, strong, brave Latin name. Don’t change it. I’ve changed my name several times, and it’s a bother.’

Vally braced himself for the questions about romance that adults seemed unable to resist. Sometimes he wished he hadn’t been born on St Valentine’s Day.

‘But Mr Pyke called you Vally, didn’t he? I’ll remember that.’ Miss Kwon rummaged in the handbag she had brought with her. She drew out a tangle of bright string, and a drawstring bag of what sounded like glass beads. ‘Now, Billy – I’ve come prepared, but you haven’t told me yet what to be prepared for.’

Mr Pyke’s eyes darted towards his colleagues, who were still dealing with the broken glass. He beckoned Miss Kwon to follow him to Pa’s office, leaving Vally trailing behind them. ‘The bastard is back,’ he muttered, opening the door for her. He must have thought Vally couldn’t hear. It was as shocking as hearing a teacher swear.

‘My ex-fiancé?’ Miss Kwon’s dark eyes went wide. ‘Wait. Not Mr Maximillian?’

‘The latter, I’m afraid. And he’s been here before.’

‘But how could that be?’ Miss Kwon sank neatly into Pa’s chair. ‘We made sure …’

‘Not sure enough.’ Mr Pyke fixed Vally with a grave look. ‘All right, mate. From the very beginning this time. Tell us how you survived the Obscurosmith.’

Vally often found it easier to give way to other people and their wants than to stand up for his own. He didn’t like to upset anyone. But he also liked things solved and certain. It didn’t seem fair that Mr Pyke and Miss Kwon could pin him against the door with their stares, demanding to know his secrets while keeping their own. ‘Pa told me that he first met the Obscurosmith in Paddy’s Market. It sounds like you know the very beginning.’

They shared a furtive glance.

‘We do.’ Miss Kwon’s hand crept to where her ear should have been. ‘But …’

A knock on the office door interrupted her. ‘Vally? Are you in there?’

Vally opened the door.

‘Sorry to interrupt, but I can’t find Pearl, and no one else is home …’ Ivy was holding a crumpled black top hat between her hands like she might have held a fragile bowl filled with fatal poison.

Vally’s heart began a slow plummet of about a hundred fathoms.

‘I found this on the second floor.’ She turned it around to show him the inside. ‘It was hopping along all by itself.’

Most hats contained nothing except for a hatmaker’s label. This one appeared to contain an entire room. Vally peered into the hat as if it was a porthole window. Inside, he saw a long corridor, mostly black, with gold and silver accents on the walls and furniture. But, almost at once, Vally became unsure of what the walls were. A painting of a stormy sea appeared to be hung in the middle of the carpeted floor. Beside a dangling chandelier, a small table stood upside-down on what Vally had taken for the ceiling. The more he looked, the less sense it made.

‘Mr Pyke …’ Vally turned to the adults. ‘When you said a ludicrous top hat … was it this one?’

Before anyone could reply, the hat jumped out of Ivy’s grasp.

Vally and the others jumped, too, as far from the hat as they could – against the shelves, against the door, onto the chair, and atop the desk. The hat flipped and rolled across the floor like a dying beetle, and then came to a stop. It must have once been the finest kind of tall silk-covered top hat, but now it was dusty and scuffed. The Obscurosmith, as Vally remembered him, had always presented himself immaculately, from the crown of his top hat to the toes of his shiny black oxfords. This hat looked like it had been blown about the street, and trampled by a horse – but it couldn’t belong to anyone else.

Mr Pyke sidled forward, and gave it a light kick. ‘Show yourself, you scallywag.’

The owner of the hat failed to materialise. No shiny black shoes. No elegant white-gloved hands. It was odd and unsettling. Of course, Vally had expected odd and unsettling, but he’d also expected pomp and dazzle.

‘It’s him, then?’ Ivy said, pressed against the door. ‘That’s the man who pretended to bring Ruby back from the dead?’

‘And trapped you in a painting, and made me forget half my life,’ Vally said, still on top of the desk. ‘And attacked us with a Whipping Machine.’

Mr Pyke looked at the Cole siblings with sympathy in his eyes, and hatred in the set of his jaw. ‘Is that what happened that weekend with the Whipping Machine?’

‘Yes,’ Ivy said. ‘The magician made a fake Ruby to trick Pa into selling the Arcade, and he brought the fake Ruby to life by giving her Pa’s life. So Pearl and Vally had to make a bet on a big magical game to win them back.’

Mr Pyke shook his head slowly. His brows lowered to the rims of his spectacles. ‘And you didn’t tell me?’ He looked angry, and a little hurt. But most of all, he looked sorry for them. ‘You said it was Mr Cole’s illness disrupting his magic throughout the Arcade. That fever dreams were interfering with the imagination principle …’

Vally cringed. ‘Well … you thought Pa was doing it on purpose at first. And we didn’t want you to go and confront him about it, because he was so unwell, and because if our parents had found out what we were doing … they would have been upset.’

‘Which they were anyway,’ Ivy put in. ‘Ma got all of us in trouble, even Pa.’

‘Maximillian offered Ruby …’ Mr Pyke’s face was beginning to redden. ‘Kezia, we should have undone him when we had the chance.’ He lunged forward and grabbed the hat. ‘I’ll undo him right now!’ And, upending the hat, he lowered it towards his head.

‘Billy!’ Miss Kwon leapt to her feet. ‘You can’t kill the Obscurosmith!’

‘I’d like to bloody try.’ But Mr Pyke paused, and took a jingling handful of golden Book Arcade medallions from his pocket. ‘Can you give me some of your magic strings?’

‘Don’t be a clod, William,’ Miss Kwon snapped.

‘I’m not afraid of him!’

Miss Kwon rubbed the smooth skin on the side of her head. ‘You promised that after the duel, you’d leave each other alone. You would be breaking your agreement.’

‘He’s breaking it by being here! We should have done more – we should have found a way to stop him forever! He came back for Mr Cole. He hurt these kids the way he hurt us. And if Vally is right about what happened today, he’s doing it again.’ Mr Pyke looked into the hat again and breathed deeply, like someone about to dive into cold water. ‘Come on, Kezia. Let’s finish this.’

He rammed the hat onto his head, over the cap he was already wearing. The top hat stretched like a stocking to take in his head, shoulders, torso and legs. Then Mr Pyke was gone, and only the hat remained.

‘Come on, Kezia,’ Miss Kwon said, in a low mockery of her friend’s voice. ‘I’m not afraid of him. I’ve got guts of steel and brains of … of rice pudding!’ She hitched up her turquoise skirts and kicked the hat onto its crown. ‘This is a bad idea.’ She pointed a stern finger at Vally and Ivy. ‘Don’t follow us, children.’ With her feet together, she jumped – and the hat swallowed her, too.

‘Heavens!’ Her voice drifted out of it, sounding distant. ‘Which way is up?’

The Cole siblings watched the hat wobble to a standstill.

Ivy squeezed her brother’s hand. ‘Vally, I don’t understand why the magician came back. I thought we won, fair and square.’

‘I don’t know, either.’ Vally thought of the Pearl he’d faced on the roof, her eyes filled with shame and fear. ‘But I think that, for Pearl’s sake … I might have to ask him.’

And before an attack of the nerves or his better judgement could catch up with him, Vally grabbed the hat off the floor, and rammed it onto his head.





[image: ] CHAPTER EIGHT [image: ]

magnus maximillian’s spectacular catastrophe

Darkness was everywhere. A noise like the wind filled his ears.

What Vally saw next was as strange, and as disconcerting, as the dreams he always had the night before an exam.

The black rug on which he sat continued up the wall and across the ceiling. The feet of an angular black table rested on the opposite wall, the ornamental dish on its top side somehow not falling off. Beside him stood a cabinet of curiosities. Everything in it, from the crystal knife to the mummified animal paw, was upside-down. The architecture, the furniture, the very gravity in the room seemed impossible.

Though not, perhaps, impossible for a career magician.

Vally was starting to pick himself up when something cannoned into him from behind, knocking him down again.

‘Ivy!’ He disentangled himself from her limbs. ‘You weren’t supposed to follow me!’

She sat up and looked around. ‘I didn’t want to stay behind on my own.’

‘Oi!’ It took Vally a moment to realise that Mr Pyke’s voice was coming from above. He was standing parallel to the floor, like a nail hammered high up on the wall. Or maybe Ivy and Vally were stuck to the wall, and Mr Pyke was on the floor. Or maybe gravity worked in more than one direction, and everywhere was up and down and sideways, all at the same time. ‘Miss Kwon told both of you not to come with us!’

‘What did you expect?’ Miss Kwon was standing on what seemed to be the ceiling. ‘You are the role model here.’

Vally glanced over his shoulder. The cupboard door behind him was ajar. Inside, instead of the interior of a cupboard, was a view of Pa’s office.

‘Quickly!’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Back into the cupboard! Before—’

The cupboard slammed shut.

Mr Pyke groaned. ‘Too late.’

Not quite trusting that gravity would hold him, Vally wobbled upright and opened the cupboard. Nothing was inside, not even the sides or shelves of a cupboard; just formless black emptiness. He reached inside and felt for the floor. His fingers stretched down into a void, past the borders of where the floor should have been. ‘Where did the Arcade go?’ He straightened up to look around the room. ‘And where are we?’

‘Mr Maximillian’s house.’ Miss Kwon walked down the floor-wall to join Vally and Ivy on their wall-floor. ‘I couldn’t tell you whether it is inside the hat, or whether the hat is a sort of doorway to this place. But we’ve been here before.’

‘What were you doing here?’ Ivy asked incredulously.

‘We were captured. So we demolished the place.’ Mr Pyke climbed over an ottoman and regained his footing on the same floor as everyone else. ‘You know how unpredictable magic can be? Sometimes when you mix magic from different people, it clashes together. My magic, and Miss Kwon’s, can coexist normally. But when we add our magic to Mr Maximillian’s, it breaks any spells that he has cast on that object or person. That’s how we defended ourselves when we were kids, but it’s also the reason we got on his bad side.’

‘Like a chemical reaction.’ Vally had heard of magic clashing before.

As they spoke, a thing like a large iron millipede came clattering across the floor towards them. Ivy backed away from it. ‘Can you defend us from that?’

From her bag, Miss Kwon took a strange web of thin green ribbons knotted together.

Mr Pyke frowned in concentration at the Book Arcade medallions in his palm. ‘Let’s see you lot in an equal-sided octagon, one foot wide, expeditiously,’ he told the medallions, and he set them on the floor.

The medallions rolled themselves into place around the millipede. Miss Kwon spread her green web over the top of it. With a metallic screech, the millipede reared, writhed, and rusted into a pile of powder.

‘And we can do that to anything the Obscurosmith has enchanted,’ Miss Kwon explained. ‘Including this place. We almost tore the walls apart last time.’

‘As long as you stay with us, you’ll be as close to safe as you can be.’ Mr Pyke gathered up his Arcade medallions again. ‘But stay alert. This place plays tricks on you.’

They walked past chairs, and cabinets, and ornaments, and things Vally didn’t know the words for. The room seemed to be growing one step longer for every two that they took. He noticed a wooden lizard, and a carving in a huge animal tooth, and a peculiar jug pouring water into itself. ‘I don’t suppose you two know your way around?’

‘Not at all. It’s enormous, and it’s been a long time.’ Miss Kwon steadied herself against a plinth, which held a vase full of fleshy red plants. Their thick petals stretched hungrily towards her. ‘My head hasn’t spun like this since the time I tried absinthe.’

‘Which you should never do, by the way,’ Mr Pyke told Vally and Ivy, before turning back to his friend. ‘Let’s not discuss our twenties in front of Mr Cole’s children, shall we?’

‘Why?’ Ivy asked. ‘What did you get up to, Mr Pyke?’

‘Never you mind.’

Miss Kwon grinned wickedly. ‘He’s got some lovely tattoos.’

‘Kezia! Don’t tell them that!’

Ivy looked questioningly at Vally, as if to confirm that she had heard right, but he wasn’t sure, either. Surely Miss Kwon must be joking. Pirates and convicts and circus performers had tattoos – not steady and sensible bookshop managers.

‘And he was such a brave boy when he got them, too,’ Miss Kwon said, as if speaking of a child who had been well-behaved at the doctor’s office. ‘A sphinx on his chest, and a knight’s helmet on his arm …’

Mr Pyke puffed up his presumably illustrated chest in indignation. ‘Well, if the royal family can have them, why shouldn’t I?’

Ivy squeezed Vally’s arm, as if prompting him to ask another bold question. She was clearly trying not to giggle.

But Vally could only force a smile. Worry for Pearl filled his mind and his chest. Had she reached the ground safely? He remembered her scrambling recklessly over the rooftops. He won’t let me go.

What magic held her in its thrall? And what might it be doing to her on the inside?

Eventually, the room allowed them to reach its far end, where an enormous black door towered over them.

‘Brace yourselves,’ Mr Pyke told Vally and Ivy. ‘Anything could be on the other side.’

Ivy shrank back behind him. ‘Like what?’

‘Like the Obscurosmith,’ Vally said.

‘Or a room where everything is inside-out,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘Even the cat.’

‘Or a bottomless pit where we could fall forever.’ Mr Pyke frowned in puzzlement at his friend. ‘I don’t remember the cat.’

‘I was speculating.’ Miss Kwon crouched, and tried to peek under the door. ‘I suppose there’s only one way to find out!’ And, grimacing, she pressed the handle and threw open the door.

Inside was a vast, ostentatious library.

Vally could tell at once that something terrible had happened there.

The air smelled like pepper and burnt dust. The room was dim: the antique-looking lamps were all smashed, except the nearest one. Instead of a flame or electric lightbulb, it contained a hovering ball that seemed to be made of pure light. By its flickering radiance, Vally could see that many of the books on the tall black bookshelves looked older than the ones in Cole’s Book Arcade. A few shelves had collapsed, spilling books and ornaments onto the lower shelves and the floor, which was strewn with pieces of scorched furniture. Knocked free of its stand, a globe of the world had rolled to a far corner.

The high ceiling appeared to be draped with black fabric, although in the dimness, it was hard to be sure. The places where it twisted and gathered seemed so messy and unintentional that Vally was sure the drapery must be falling apart. More than a dozen thick black ropes of the fabric dangled from the ceiling and pooled on the floor, making snaking shapes like the roots of tropical fig trees.

Miss Kwon’s high heels clacked as she walked towards a magnificent black desk in the middle of the room. Her puffy-sleeved shoulders rose in anticipation. ‘Look at this!’ she called, beckoning to the other investigators.

The desk was tall, solid, intricate, and seemed curiously untouched by the calamity that had struck the rest of the room. As Vally approached it, he saw the outlines of dozens of cupboards and drawers in its sides and main case.

Miss Kwon waved everyone towards one side of the desk, where an extra writing flap, as large as a coffin, had been folded out to its fullest extent. ‘This entire section has been burned,’ she pointed out. The glossy black surface was streaked with radiating scorch marks, suggesting an explosion. The burns made a long narrow shape that branched into five parts, almost like …

Vally shivered. ‘It’s the silhouette of a person.’

‘Did the magician die?’ Ivy pressed closer to Vally’s side. ‘Was it that thing when people suddenly burst into flames?’

‘Spontaneous combustion?’ Mr Pyke swiped his fingertips across the burned surface and examined them. ‘You’re a man of science, Val – how does that happen?’

‘I’m fairly sure it doesn’t.’ From what Vally had read, no death by sudden fire had ever happened beyond plausible range of a cigarette, candle, or fireplace. He felt like he was trying to figure out a logic puzzle from Pa’s books. What did a ruined room, the shape of a person burned into a tabletop, the Obscurosmith’s hat in the Book Arcade, and Pearl writing runes on the roof terrace all have in common?

A rustling of cloth made him look up.

His insides lurched. What he had taken for strips and folds of curtain were now twisting and slithering over one another. He glimpsed a white glove lying at the end of a black rope that hung from the ceiling. But it wasn’t a rope: it was an arm, several yards long and as flexible as a fire hose. And now, as Vally looked at the other dangling, coiling ropes, he saw a black shoe, and another gloved hand, and a third hand, and two shod feet, on impossibly long boneless legs. All eight or ten or twenty limbs were rising from the floor, drawing themselves – and Vally’s gaze – into the shadowed mass on the ceiling.

‘He must be lurking here somewhere,’ Miss Kwon said thoughtfully.

Vally couldn’t take his eyes off the writhing movements above. ‘He is.’

And from the darkness on the ceiling – because he was the darkness on the ceiling – came the rich voice of the man they had all hoped never to meet again.

‘Pardon my hideousness.’

The figure hauled himself down towards them like a tentacled creature on the ocean floor. His lean face, with those keen eyes and that self-assured expression, was just as Vally remembered. But the way the Obscurosmith moved now was effortful and stiff, like a broken machine. Thin silver cracks branched up his neck and across his right cheek.

‘And please excuse the mess,’ he said, in response to the group’s shocked silence. ‘Between long bouts of unconsciousness, and-and-and’ – he coughed with painful-sounding force – ‘trying not to die, housekeeping has fallen by the wayside. As have my manners. Allow me to introdu-du-duce myself.’ A grandiose gesture sent rippling motions along all the rubbery arms. ‘You may call me—’

‘We know you.’ Miss Kwon was scowling at him.

His eyes blinked out of time with each other.

‘You’re the Obscurosmith,’ Mr Pyke spat. ‘You call yourself Magnus Maximillian. This is the mansion you keep inside your hat. And you’re here because all of us have beaten you at some point, and you can’t stand to lose.’

‘Then … let me see …’ The magician descended towards Miss Kwon. ‘Lacking one ear. Wearing a desperate cry for atte-te-tention.’ One of his hands flicked a feather on her hat. ‘You must be what became of Miss Nobody – the orphan I sold to the spinsters.’

Miss Kwon tried to swat the hand away, but the Obscurosmith vanished.

‘My name is Kwon now,’ she told the shadows. ‘Just like it was when you stole me from the sister I searched every Gold Rush town in Victoria to find.’

‘As for you …’ The Obscurosmith appeared behind Mr Pyke, making everyone flinch. His extra limbs were gone, but now he looked blurry, like a smeared painting. ‘In that jacket, and those spe-spectacles, and this fine woman’s company …’ He looked him up and down. ‘Well, you used to be little Mr Pyke.’

‘I’ve always been a bigger man than you, Maximillian,’ said Mr Pyke evenly, folding his brawny arms. ‘You’ve sworn to stay away from me, by the way.’

‘I swore to stay away from a ragged urchin. And I can’t guarantee I’m quite the same man now as I was then, either. Tell me: are you stocking bookshelves in Edward Cole’s shadow to provide for your own children these days? Or a Mrs Pyke, at least?’

Mr Pyke tucked his left hand deeper under his right arm, as if trying to hide his wedding ring. ‘Widowed and childless, actually.’

‘But don’t you have four—?’ Ivy started to say, before Vally could stamp on her toe to shut her up.

‘Four ch-children?’ A wide lopsided smile spread across the Obscurosmith’s face. ‘Delighted to hear it.’ He collapsed in on himself, and vanished again.

‘What’s the matter with him?’ Vally said, under his breath.

‘He’s magically damaged,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘We’ve seen this before.’

‘Not like this!’ Miss Kwon said. ‘He looks a fright!’

The Obscurosmith reappeared on the desk, one layer at a time: first a skeleton, then layers of muscle, then skin and hair and clothes. His eyes, when they appeared, were fixed on Vally. ‘Now, I know your face. Bad posture, flustered expression … the timid boy who lost his mind. Named for a saint … Peter? Francis? Valentine!’

‘You took my memories,’ Vally said, trying to sound unflustered, ‘and I still outsmarted you with only half my wits.’

Mr Maximillian’s gaze slid onto Ivy. ‘And you … weren’t you dead?’

Ivy pursed her lips. ‘That’s my sister.’

‘Then are you the one with ta-ta-talent and gumption?’

‘That’s my other sister,’ Ivy said, more quietly.

Mr Maximillian vanished in lines from feet to head, like a piece of knitting. ‘Then I do not remember you at all.’

Ivy’s cheeks were turning pink, but Vally heard her mutter, ‘Good.’

‘What a remarkable coincidence to find you all in my library.’ The Obscurosmith reappeared in flickering fractions: the right side of his face, the left side of his body, his right leg. ‘Forgive my absentminded-ed-edness. I’m not all there at the moment.’ He struck his fist against his back, and finished the process of appearing. ‘Revenge was a predictably predictable guess from you, Mr Pyke, but quite wrong.’ He kicked a long black walking cane with a silver handle out from under his desk. The stem of the cane was divided into small sections. Each one was inscribed with tiny silver symbols, like the wheels of a combination lock. Vally expected him to rotate the wheels, and articulate magic by arranging the symbols in sequence – but instead, the magician leaned upon the cane. ‘I’m sure I would enjoy matching wits with all of you again,’ he said, ‘but right now, I have more urgent pri-yi-yi-yiorities.’

An ostentatious black daybed scurried on clawed feet out of the gloom.

As it arrived behind Mr Maximillian, he sank into its cushions of gold-and-silver brocade, and reclined like an emperor. ‘I have lately lost something of indescribable value. It is of ut-utmost importance that I retrieve it as soon as possible.’

Vally noticed Mr Pyke’s hand slipping into his pocket, which jingled. He looked sidelong at Miss Kwon. She uncurled her hand the slightest bit. Vally saw a loop of orange string in her palm.

‘We haven’t seen anything of yours,’ Vally said. And we wouldn’t help you find it if we had, he did not say.

‘You would not have seen it. But perhaps you know something about it, neverthe-neverthe-nevertheless. I have been following it since it left here – which has not been easy. In my present state, the simplest tasks have become ext-ext-ext-ord-ord-in—’ The Obscurosmith coughed so hard that, for a second, his colours inverted like a photographic negative. ‘Extraordinarily difficult. I would have caught up with it sooner, but the magical skills presently available to me are … somewhat limited.’

Miss Kwon’s eyes lit up as if she had spotted a gold sovereign coin on the ground, but she put on an expression of concern. ‘Oh, dear – how limited?’

‘Well, I can travel by hat. And I can still do this.’ Mr Maximillian pointed his cane at a carriage clock on the library shelves. ‘Now you see it.’ He moved a single wheel of his cane, then waved its tip in a circle. With a nasty-sounding skroing of cogs and springs, the carriage clock vanished. ‘Now you never see it again.’ He shrugged, as if to say he had no idea where the clock had gone, or how to bring it back. The end of the cane waved in Miss Kwon’s direction. She flinched as if it were a gun.

‘So you just happened to turn up in Cole’s Book Arcade on an unrelated errand?’ The medallions scraped together in Mr Pyke’s fist. ‘Do you seriously expect us to believe this is all a staggering coincidence?’

‘Not at all,’ Mr Maximillian said. ‘Your visit suggests that the thing I’m following might have been following you. I wonder why?’

As he spoke, Vally saw Miss Kwon’s fingers threading through her orange string.

Miss Kwon and Mr Pyke were preparing to strike first. They were planning to destroy Mr Maximillian like the millipede, before he ever explained what he had done to Pearl, and why.

‘Wait a minute!’ Vally said.

Everyone turned to him expectantly.

‘If your magic is limited,’ Vally said to the career magician, ‘then what was all that business with Pearl writing your symbols on the roof?’

Mr Maximillian’s entire body momentarily took on the colours and patterns of the cushions around him. ‘Which business, with whom, writing what?’

‘Answer the question,’ Mr Pyke said.

‘You be quiet.’ Mr Maximillian sat up straight, pointing the cane – loaded with the vanishing spell – at Vally’s face. ‘With whom, writing what?’

Ivy glanced around in bewilderment at everybody else. ‘If he doesn’t know what’s happening, then who does?’

‘He said he lost his magic,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘Or his … memories? I suppose it’s not possible to do magic if you can’t remember how you usually do it.’

‘It’s rather worse than that,’ Mr Maximillian said. ‘In the course of some extremely compli-compli-complicated magic, which would have killed almost anybody else who tried it … I happened to split myself in two.’
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torn

Pearl was panting by the time she reached the ground. Over the rooftops, the voice in her head had made her climb to heights she would never dare, take leaps that made her fear for her life, and scramble down sheer drops, clinging to drainpipes and gaps in bricks with a strength she didn’t know she had. She’d been too afraid of falling to struggle. Now her hands were searing from the roughness and heat of the rooftops. Her muscles ached. And her shame about what Autonomous had tried to make her do to Vally – dear, sweet, anxious Vally – was so heavy that it hurt.

But her feet were on the ground again. And the moment that Autonomous paused to look around, Pearl wrenched back control of herself, and began to run.

She dashed across the dusty expanse of Elizabeth Street. A tram clanged its bell at her. A horse whinnied. Someone hollered at her to watch where she was going.

Pearl wanted to run forever from what she had done, and what she had been about to do, but in the heat of the day, she soon had to seek shelter in a laneway. In the shade and grime, she sank down on a wooden crate and curled into a ball, closing herself up tight like a pocket knife. She dreaded the moment that the thing inside her head might unfold her and use her again.

‘Pearl, get up.’

She shut her eyes. She hugged her knees.

‘Pearl, you are thirsty and your heart feels bad. Attend to it.’

I deserve to feel bad. She wished him gone as hard as she could, but she had a sense that it would be as useless as wishing away a disease. I smashed the Book Arcade. I almost threw Vally to his death. I let the Obscurosmith inside my head.

‘I did two of those things,’ replied the voice in her mind. ‘And as for the third … the third one … will you stop comparing me to parasites and diseases? I’m trying to explain myself.’

Pearl shuddered. How had Vally worked out what Autonomous was, when she hadn’t?

Because Vally hadn’t heard all the suggestions and implications and half-truths that had led her to the wrong conclusion. He hadn’t heard all the humbug about the sickly child who wanted to be healthy and strong, whose disastrous deal with the Obscurosmith had torn him from his body.

‘Pearl, nothing I told you about myself is a lie.’

So you are him, she thought.

‘He created me from part of himself,’ said Autonomous Wraith. ‘Which is not so different from the way your parents brought you into the world.’

Pearl’s curiosity pushed past her shame and disgust. Why did he create you?

‘He didn’t mean to. Like I said, I – he – we weren’t well.’

You’re an accident? Magic could never be done purely by accident, but as in other forms of art, any attempt could produce unintended results. But Pearl suspected she was being persuaded again, being told dishonest truths to turn her back into his instrument. I don’t believe you! I won’t listen to a word you say!

‘Then let me show you.’

Pearl didn’t want the onslaught of memories that weren’t hers. She didn’t want to hear anyone else’s thoughts. But Autonomous Wraith was letting his past flood her mind again, showing her who he had once been.

He had once been a truly accomplished magician. He had been able to travel a dozen yards in an instant, heal his own mortal injuries in a few seconds, eliminate his body’s need for time-wasting sleep and tedious ingestion. He had offered everything imaginable, and taken anything he pleased. The world had presented so much to amuse him, and so much to achieve. So many people to wind up and take to pieces.

But no magician was infallible. All magic decayed eventually. Magic could scar and break and hurt a body until it began falling apart.

Magic could make a new body, too.

He trained for the task of transplanting himself. He reconstructed someone’s husband, then someone’s mother, then someone’s child.

Pearl felt a great wrench of grief and horror at the sight of a mannequin with Ruby’s face. Autonomous’s memories kept flowing.

He had too little time left to perfect the necessary magic. His body, and the magic holding it together, was wearing out. Bones mended with magic were turning brittle. Old scars were opening.

No matter. He liked a challenge. Laid out on the black desk, the new body looked like a great sculptor’s masterpiece, a new self for a new century: younger, clean-shaven, vivid green eyes, less tall and more handsome, less intimidating and more appealing. A face people would trust, so that he could get to know them better.

The magician was prepared for the risk of death, and the possibility of agony. He began the transfer anyway. Soul and knowledge and consciousness had poured out of the old vessel and into the new.

The spell was difficult. The pain made concentrated imagination impossible, and made his fingers tremble in the act of articulation …

For a moment, he was one person in two places at the same time.

Then, as violently as lightning striking a tree, magic tore him apart.

The force shook the library. It burst the lamps. It obliterated the new body on the desk in a blinding, ear-splitting explosion.

Flames flickered. Cinders glowed. And Autonomous existed.

He would have gasped if he had lungs.

He was adrift and disoriented, existing with nothing to exist in. His old body lay on the floor. Autonomous could no longer sense his hands or feet or chest or face, yet he had the sense of being both hollow and light. A cumbersome weight had been lifted off him and out of him, yet its absence felt awful, like a great hole in his centre – although the centre of what, he didn’t know.

Was he dead? He seemed to be conscious, but he was looking down at his body, and it was lying still.

Then the man on the floor opened his eyes and sat up, groaning. Autonomous should have been in that body, and it was moving without him. A thin silver crack branched across the man’s face. As he reached for his cane, his thin frame looked fragile, and damaged. He grasped his head. He clutched his chest and breathed deeply.

Autonomous knew what the man felt, because he felt it, too. The excruciating absence. The aching void.

‘At least I’m alive,’ Autonomous said.

And he heard his other half put the same thought into different words. ‘I can try agai-gai-gain.’

The old self – the body-self – pronounced the last word with a shudder and a jerk. He was more broken than ever, closer to death than ever. When he stood, he staggered. Autonomous felt his proximity like a current, its pull growing stronger the closer they drew.

The agony of incompleteness was terrible. But Autonomous did not wish to be part of a dying whole. ‘Wait.’ A whisper was all he could manage. ‘Don’t put me back.’

The face that had very recently been his own looked up at him. ‘What are you?’

‘I am you,’ Autonomous replied. ‘But I think … you are not me.’ He rose effortlessly towards the ceiling.

‘So the transfer not only failed. It is incomplete.’ The man reached towards Autonomous, but fell to his hands and knees. ‘I sur-survived … but not in one piece.’ He half-choked on unsteady laughter.

The further Autonomous flew, the more the current diminished.

‘Come …’ The injured man flickered like a guttering candle. ‘Come back.’

‘Why?’ Autonomous whirled through the room. It was easy without his old wounded body weighing him down. ‘You are dying. I am free.’

‘I can … mend us.’ A ragged cough. The man’s legs collapsed, as if boneless. ‘There is still ti-ti-time. A stumble is still a step forward.’

But what need was there to try again? The clever fellow had succeeded, in a way. Autonomous, without a body, had no magic-scars, no physical limits. Why should he rejoin the corporeal self, the part with all the weakness?

‘Goodbye, old man,’ Autonomous whispered. And he fled.

Through the labyrinthine hallways, up strange staircases suddenly unfamiliar to his fractured memory, the untethered spirit flew from his creator-body-self. The tugging Autonomous felt as the man pursued him was like a rope tied to him, then a cord, then a string, then it faded away. His bodily self would destroy him if he could, take him back and take away his new existence. Autonomous did not have hands with which to articulate and fight back, did not wish to die, did not know how to prevent it.

But he could learn. People had bested the best career magician. One of them could teach Autonomous to do it. He remembered a child, a girl full of conviction and imagination and potential.

‘Finding you was my only hope,’ Autonomous finished. ‘He has been creeping closer to me since the day we tore apart. I could say that I am my own worst enemy.’

Pearl wished that he wouldn’t say that. It made him sound like his … his what?

If you and Mr Maximillian come from the same person, she thought, then are you his son, or identical twin?

Autonomous pondered the question. ‘I think a creator is most like a father. And I could be called his offspring. I sprung off him when the transfer went wrong.’

Pearl allowed her eyes to open. She relaxed her grip on her knees. So Autonomous was the son of the Obscurosmith. She supposed he couldn’t help that. If you were born a few days ago, are you one week old, or are you … however old your father is?

‘He has lived for three hundred and fifty-four years. I am not sure about me.’

Pearl tried to think of Autonomous as she had come to know him, instead of as he had been. She thought of his curiosity, his enthusiasm for magic, his wild impulses and how free they made her feel. He wasn’t exactly a child, but he did seem like a young being. He was too cunning to be younger than Ivy, though. Pearl pictured a serious boy in a frilly outfit again, closer to her own age this time.

‘Is that what you think I look like?’ Autonomous asked. ‘Really? A Little Lord Fauntleroy suit?’

The only other image Pearl could summon was a junior Obscurosmith, with a moustache and goatee on a kid’s face. She didn’t like that at all. Little Lord Autonomous he would remain.

‘Well, it’s classy, if a little flamboyant,’ he sighed. ‘Can you trust me now?’

Pearl could not. Autonomous had helped her improve the Arcade, and breaking the skylight had been an accident, but …

But you still tricked me, and took over my body, she thought. You hid the truth about your past from me. You’re using me as protection from your – your father. And you tried to throw Vally off a building!

‘He was brandishing a stake at you.’

Pearl didn’t let a single muscle relax. He’s my brother, Autonomous.

‘So … what?’

So I want a real apology, Pearl thought. I love my family more than anything.

‘You could have fooled me.’

She squeezed her knees tighter. I can fight with them and still love them.

‘Very well,’ Autonomous replied. ‘I regret trying to push your brother off the roof, and I wish to make it up to you.’

His tone made Pearl fairly sure that he only regretted having done something to make her resent him, and wanted to buy back her favour. But that was an improvement on trying to justify himself.

‘I don’t mean to sound insincere,’ Autonomous added. ‘I just don’t feel like dwelling on sadness. We achieved incredible magic together! We set out to change the weather – and we did it! Think of what else might be possible for us!’

Pearl thought of the hailstones crashing through the Book Arcade’s ceiling. They had got the spell wrong. But not far wrong. They had changed the weather, if only in a specific spot.

But she didn’t really want the power to summon ice out of a summer sky. She wanted the power to change her parents’ minds. Ma and Pa would be back from Sydney tomorrow. As their carriage brought them back from the docks, they would see the streets of their city with fresh eyes: the poverty and faded grandeur, the drought and emptiness.

I’ll be sorry to leave Melbourne, Pa had said. Your mother and I thought it might be wise to get out while the going is good.

Pearl realised that polishing the Book Arcade would never have been enough. It had only been the best solution within her reach when she had thought of it.

But now she had Autonomous Wraith.

She could go on feeling helpless, and wishing Autonomous out of her head. She could go on being the body he was using, waiting passively and miserably for him to release her. Or she could try to make the best of things.

Pearl unfolded herself, and rose to her feet. All right, Autonomous, she told him in her head. You and I have worse problems than each other.

‘Our parents,’ he agreed.

Exactly. So let’s return to the way things were between us. I’ll help you prepare to meet Mr Maximillian and stand up to him. And after I’ve helped you beat him, you’ll help me put this city to rights.

‘Splendid!’ Autonomous propelled Pearl’s legs back up the laneway; she let him. ‘I knew you’d see things my way—’

On two conditions, Autonomous.

‘Yes, I’ll fix the skylight. Perhaps at night, when we’re less likely to be interrupted.’

Good, she thought, but that wasn’t what I meant. Together, they stepped back into the midday sun. One: don’t get comfortable. I’ll help you build yourself that new body you wanted, but as soon as your body is finished, I want you to get out of mine.

Autonomous was quiet, seemingly thinking it over. At last, he said, ‘That suits me.’

And two … Pearl forced her feet to stop walking, and turned herself to face the way she had come – towards home. If you really want to make it up to me for what happened on the roof, then you must let me see my siblings.

‘They should make it up to you for threatening us with a stake!’

I won’t let them harm us, Pearl thought. But I need to see them, to make sure they’re not hurt. I don’t even know where Ivy was when the skylight shattered. Otherwise, we can’t do any magic. I’ll be disrupting our imagination worrying about them all the time.

‘You need to see them?’ Pearl felt Autonomous focusing on the sensations in her joints and organs, like an engineer checking his machine. Nothing was wrong with her head, her eyes, or her hands. The ache in her muscles from climbing had faded.

‘Oh!’ The voice of Autonomous in her mind was both amazed and amused. ‘Is that why your heart feels bad?’
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the devil you know

After everyone had supplied their own part of the story, Magnus Maximillian slouched on the daybed, staring at the ceiling of his library.

‘So … it formed its own identity. It is sharing my memories with an impetuous child, who wastes my talent on household chores and mechanical poultry. And you allowed it to escape.’ He let his wrist fall across his eyes in an attitude of wretched despair. ‘This is a fine mess I’ve brought upon myself.’

Miss Kwon and Mr Pyke shared an unsympathetic look.

But Vally did not think that Pearl deserved the fine mess brought upon her. He could sense an incoming brainwave, like the distant buzzing of a swarm of wasps. It was not a good idea, but it offered some small hope of freeing Pearl from the power of the Obscurosmith’s rogue half. ‘Mr Maximillian … if this Wraith is you, but not … you … what will you do if you find it?’

‘Take it back. Devour it.’ The answer came with a frustrated kind of ferocity. ‘Or reattach, absorb, engulf it – call it what you will. The knowledge and soul that comprise the Wraith are mine. It belongs in me. There is only so much I can do as half of the greatest magician in the world.’

The unwanted brainwave gathered momentum in Vally’s mind. ‘And you want to become one whole person, instead of two pieces in different places, and put yourself into a new body that isn’t, um …’

‘Don’t mince words, Master Cole. I am de-dec-com—’ Another spasm of magical side effects made the Obscurosmith gigantic, then grey all over, then briefly two-dimensional. ‘I’m decomposing. And even if I were not dying a slow, painful death due to my injuries, it would be next to impossible to reunite me, because the complex magic necessary to do that is one of the things that this part of me can’t remember.’ He held his fist against his head. ‘It’s a tragic end for an exceptional mind.’

It was so difficult to believe that his anguish was real that Vally assumed it was a trick, and said nothing. Mr Pyke and Miss Kwon seemed equally unsure of their next move.

‘Mr Pyke,’ Ivy whispered. ‘May I go and look at those books?’

Mr Pyke put one hand on her shoulder. ‘Better not.’

‘Oh, go on,’ Mr Maximillian sighed. ‘Most of them don’t bite.’

This time, Ivy had the sense to be on her guard. ‘What’s in them?’

‘My life’s work. Go on, read a few. Every charm and curse I have ever devised, and to whom I gave them, is described in those volumes. You’d be thunderstruck by some of the things I’ve done.’ He frowned, as if searching his fractured memory for them. ‘As would I, probably.’

Vally had seen plenty of the Obscurosmith’s work for one lifetime, but he couldn’t help being curious. ‘Then … did you write a book about what you did to Pearl and me?’

‘It’s too much work to write them. I make them write themselves – the words magically appear on the pages. I do have records about you, though. All of you. This conversation will be appearing in a book right now. In theory, I could restore my lost knowledge by reading the entire library. But that will take rather longer than I have left.’

‘Then it’s a shame you didn’t write a book about the Wraith,’ Miss Kwon said, although she sounded quite glad of it.

‘I don’t recall starting one … but now that you mention it …’ Mr Maximillian sat up. ‘What with the amount of magic I’ve performed on myself, I do have one about me.’ Leaning on the cane, he stood, flickering with effort, and hobbled towards his desk. ‘It is kept securely in this ingenious desk of mine. There’s a trick to opening it without magic … but it is not designed … to be easy …’ His fingers hovered over the vast array of little compartments.

Before anyone could respond, Mr Maximillian found a particular handle and gave it a twist. The desk emitted a heavy mechanical clunk, and a decoration near the top opened to reveal a small black-and-white bird, which popped out with an intricate clicking noise. Vally was expecting it to cuckoo, like the bird in a German clock. Instead, it cried out in a shrill voice, ‘Your desk has been damaged by magic! Your security may be at risk!’

‘Oh, don’t talk to me about damage by magic.’ Mr Maximillian opened and shut various drawers and cupboards, tossing aside objects both common and bizarre: a paintbrush, sealing wax, a bunch of fresh roses, a stream of silk scarves, a porcelain eye that swivelled to stare at Vally. ‘Where did I put the keys?’

‘Your desk – damaged!’ the bird cried, proving its own point. ‘By – fire! Termites! Earthquake!’

Mr Maximillian shifted the search to his own person. From his pockets he produced handfuls of fine black dust. A stream of black dust poured out of his sleeve. He found a pile of black dust behind the fold of his knee.

‘Could we, ah … help you find these keys, Mr Maximillian?’ Miss Kwon’s eyes darted towards the bookshelves. Vally guessed that she was looking for a key, although what she planned to do with it, he couldn’t imagine.

‘Here they are. Destroyed by the same magic that broke me.’ Mr Maximillian dropped a fistful of black dust onto the floor, and kneaded at one side of his chest. ‘What an absolute di-di-disaster.’

The silence stretched. Something in the corner creaked ominously.

Ivy was the first to speak. ‘Well … it’s a pity we can’t help you, Mr Maximillian—’

‘Shut up,’ he said. ‘I’m thinking.’

He drummed his fingers. He pulled on a few more knobs and handles. A small black scroll, tied with a black ribbon, fell out of one. He unrolled it, and stared at it for a long time. Then he whirled about to face the group with sudden lively energy.

‘I have a solution for our mutual predicament!’ He was wearing the kind of grin that Vally had come to dread. ‘Of course, I completely understand any initial reluctance on your part, given our history.’ All trace of frustration and melancholy had gone from Mr Maximillian’s demeanour. For the first time since their arrival, he seemed to be having fun.

‘You must be joking.’ Miss Kwon backed away, about to flounce back the way they had come. ‘You’re joking!’

‘I am quite in earnest, Miss Kwon.’ Mr Maximillian pointed the cane at her. She halted sharply. ‘But I’ll see you off, if you’re anxious to go.’

Vally had never seen the expression of scorching hatred that Mr Pyke wore now. Miss Kwon patted his arm as she returned to her place. Vally couldn’t tell if she was reassuring her friend, or restraining him.

‘Besides, don’t we want the same thing?’ Mr Maximillian said cheerily, as if he hadn’t just threatened Miss Kwon with violent, permanent disappearance. ‘The part of me that you call the-the-the—’

‘You want to mend yourself,’ Vally said. He could see no other solution. ‘You want the Wraith back where it belongs.’

‘And you want it removed from your sister!’ Mr Maximillian swung his legs like a child. ‘In this desk is a strongbox. It contains the most precious chronicle of my existence: The Ultimate Compendium of … Something. Normally, I can unlock the desk with a few twists of my cane, but you’ve seen what little magic I’m capable of at the moment. Vanishing it forever is the last thing I want to do. The other way to open the desk involves a series of complex locks – but my recent experiments have destroyed the keys, as well as this room, as well as me.’ He pulled another handful of black dust from behind his ear and poured it onto the floor demonstratively. ‘Fortunately, the keys can be replaced. But for me to replace them, retrieve my Ultimate Compendium, and reattach my lost half before my magical injuries kill me, is next to impossible. So …’ He took a moment to catch his breath. He really was weaker than he’d been the first time Vally had met him. ‘How about a fair and equal exchange of services?’

The group stared at him in silence.

‘I beg your pardon,’ Ivy said incredulously. ‘What do you mean, exchange of services?’

Vally dug his nails into his palms. ‘He wants us to work for him.’

‘With me, Master Cole.’

‘After everything you’ve put us through,’ Miss Kwon said.

‘Years ago! Why hold a grudge?’

‘Even supposing that you and your secret book are our only hope of rescuing Pearl,’ Mr Pyke said, ‘why would you trust us? We almost killed you.’

‘Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t, Mr Pyke,’ Mr Maximillian said. ‘You are all uniquely qualified for this task. Each of you has … a measure of intelligence, and a willingness to face danger. And since you have bested me before, perhaps we could defeat the Wraith. You, meanwhile, have only two choices: join forces with me for a chance to save the girl, or let me die and the rogue spirit keep her.’

‘And do you honestly expect us to agree to this,’ Mr Pyke said, ‘without knowing what these keys are, or how to find them?’

‘You don’t know what the other me might do, either. It clearly shares my fondness for high places … and I doubt that young Pearl can survive a fall like I can.’

Vally felt like he was being forced to choose between drinking poison or running under an avalanche. Magnus Maximillian worked in precise, insidious ways. But the Wraith was wild and reckless in its destruction. It had stolen Pearl’s body, smashed the Arcade, and come close to pushing Vally off the rooftop. Which side was more powerful? More cruel?

The Obscurosmith steepled his fingers. ‘Would you like to discuss it among yourselves?’

‘Please.’ Miss Kwon’s mouth sounded dry.

‘Then make it quick, if you don’t mind.’ The lowermost edges of Mr Maximillian’s clothes and body began to melt across the desk like ice cream. ‘There’s no telling how much time I have left before I entirely di-dis-int-disintegrate.’

Mr Pyke and Miss Kwon ushered Vally and Ivy into the nearest corner.

‘Join forces! How stupid does he think we are?’ Mr Pyke whispered. ‘I’d rather stand on the steps of Parliament House and – and bare my bum to the whole of the town!’

‘He must be desperate.’ Miss Kwon glanced over her shoulder at the Obscurosmith. ‘We should escape, and leave him to wither away from his own crumbling magic.’

‘But what if he can restore all his knowledge of magic on his own?’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Becoming his lackeys or leaving him here to claw his way back to his full power can’t be our only choices. There must be a better option.’

‘Actually,’ Vally whispered – he hated this, he hated this, but he loved Pearl more, ‘I think we should side with Mr Maximillian.’

The adults looked appalled.

‘You mean, pretend to,’ Ivy said warily.

‘No, I don’t,’ Vally said. ‘He wants his Wraith back. We want Pearl put to rights. I’m willing to let Mr Maximillian think he’s fooled us, and go along with his plan, until we get what we want out of it.’

‘Miss Kwon and I can deal with the Wraith,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘If it’s part of the Obscurosmith, we should be able to overpower it with our combined magic.’

‘You’d have to catch it first,’ Vally pointed out. ‘And do you know how to make it leave Pearl alone? Our Ma has a knack for controlling spirits, but she says only a very skilled magician should ever try to force a spirit out of a body it doesn’t belong to. Otherwise, you could banish the wrong soul.’

‘I can’t say I’ve tried that before …’ Miss Kwon’s face twisted in disgusted horror. ‘But we can’t choose Mr Maximillian!’

‘We can’t let him put himself back together!’ Mr Pyke said, even more adamantly than his friend. ‘Think of what he’s done! Think of what he’ll do to more innocent people if we help him get back on his feet!’

‘I’m not suggesting we let him go,’ Vally said. ‘I’m saying we let him use his precious book to get the Wraith out of Pearl. Then we destroy it before he can rebuild himself. Then …’ Vally didn’t want to admit to letting someone die, even the Obscurosmith. ‘Then he’ll have no useful magic, and no new body, and he’ll just be a – a very old man!’

‘Surely the Wraith must be the lesser of two evils,’ Miss Kwon said.

‘Somehow,’ Vally said, ‘I don’t think an invisible, invincible Obscurosmith is the less dangerous one.’

They were beginning to raise their voices, but Mr Maximillian did not appear to be listening. He had picked up the porcelain eye from his desk, and was flexing his hand around it so that it appeared to travel like a curious beetle exploring his gloved fingers. Then he tossed it in the air, thrust his cane at it, and vanished it with a sharp crinkling noise.

‘This one can make us disappear if we say no to him, though,’ Ivy pointed out.

No one needed to answer that. The dismayed looks on their faces said enough.

‘Can’t we say yes, and then not do it?’ Miss Kwon moaned. ‘It’ll be awful! He’ll make us collect a – a jar of tears, or—’

‘—puppets and lightning and taxidermy,’ Mr Pyke was saying at the same time.

‘Suit yourself,’ Vally said. ‘I’ll save Pearl on my own.’

‘Me, too!’ Ivy said. ‘And if you abandon us, Mr Pyke, then shame on you.’

‘Now, hang on! I can’t possibly let you—’

‘How will you stop us?’ Ivy challenged him, folding her arms.

‘Please!’ Vally fixed a long look on Miss Kwon, and a longer one on Mr Pyke. ‘We’ve already lost one sister – we can’t lose Pearl, too!’

The adults exchanged glances that he wasn’t sure how to read.

‘Snakes alive,’ Miss Kwon swore.

‘Bloody hell,’ Mr Pyke actually swore.

‘Billy, we can’t let them …’

‘I know.’ He dragged his hands down his face. ‘What will I tell their parents?’

Before they could talk themselves out of it, Vally turned away from the group, and announced, ‘We’ve decided!’

He found Mr Maximillian standing right in front of them.

Even resting against his cane, he was a good deal taller than Vally, or Mr Pyke, or the tips of the rooster feathers on Miss Kwon’s turquoise hat. ‘And have you de-de-decided to do a good turn for a poor wounded fellow?’

‘We’ve decided to … we will …’ Vally couldn’t bring himself to say join forces with you. Neither could anybody else. ‘We’ve decided to do right by my sister, and … we’ll do what we must to free her from the Wraith.’

‘Within reason,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘You’re not dismantling our souls to replace the Wraith if you fail, or anything like that.’

‘I’m so glad to hear it.’ Mr Maximillian gave them all his familiar, gleeful, terrifying grin, and took from his pocket the scroll of black paper that had come out of his desk. As Ivy reached to take it, he clamped his hand around her small fingers. ‘Do not lose this,’ he said, as he shook her hand.

‘Why is that?’ Vally asked. ‘Are you planning to chop off our fingers if we don’t give it back? Or take away our ability to ever feel happy again? Or—’

‘How ghastly, Master Cole.’ The Obscurosmith’s hand closed on Vally’s like a vice of hot iron. ‘It contains instructions for opening the first lock. You won’t get far without it.’

He took Mr Pyke’s hand next, but Mr Pyke said nothing.

‘You’ve put on your determined face, I see,’ Mr Maximillian said. ‘No doubt you’re forming a plan for my comeuppance. I shall look forward to it.’

When he clasped Miss Kwon’s hand, she regarded him with icy disdain. ‘What will you do if I change my mind?’

‘What will I do?’ Mr Maximillian glanced at Ivy and Vally. ‘Children, what will you do if Miss Kwon changes her mind about rescuing your sister?’

Miss Kwon was not deterred. ‘Well, I’ll tell you my conditions, even if you won’t tell me yours. You can’t change our forms, our shapes, or what we’re made of.’

‘Very true.’

‘No patching yourself together from our memories,’ Miss Kwon continued. ‘No shrinking one of us to keep in a jar to motivate the others. If you hurt any of us – or force other people to hurt us – the deal is off.’

‘Why would I harm you while you try to save me, Miss Kwon?’ Mr Maximillian didn’t sound the least bit troubled by the possibility of his death, or Miss Kwon trying to restrict his options.

Vally wondered if even this – an attempt to save two people’s lives – was a just another game to the career magician.

‘And now, you may get on with your end of the bargain. The instructions in the scroll should be enough for you.’ Mr Maximillian flicked his hand at them, like a lord dismissing his servants.

Ivy held up her empty hands. ‘You never gave it to us.’

Mr Maximillian staggered away along the bookshelves, and reached for a small vase, as if to set it straight. ‘Check your pockets.’ He gave the vase a sharp twist.

By the time Vally realised that a trapdoor was opening in the floor beneath his feet, it was too late to do anything but cry out in alarm.
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cryptic instructions

The floor of Pa’s office caught him. It didn’t hurt much. As Vally got up, Ivy landed on top of him, Miss Kwon on top of her, and Mr Pyke on top of everyone else. 

That did hurt.

With groans and apologies, they all rose to their feet, and straightened their clothes. Mr Pyke placed the top hat on Pa’s desk.

‘That was very odd,’ Ivy remarked, as she patted herself down.

The black scroll was not in anybody’s pockets. Through some sleight of hand, the Obscurosmith had slipped it onto Miss Kwon’s hat. When she unrolled it, she groaned in disappointment. ‘It’s in code.’ She turned it around to show the others.

Written in tiny, delicate script were the words:

·cig·amla·tivfomu·

·idnep·mocet·amit·

·lueht·gnive·irter·

·rofsno·itcurt·sni·

‘Could be a Caesar cipher.’ Mr Pyke peered over Vally’s shoulder. ‘The one the Ancient Romans used for secret military plans. You shift the letters along a few places – A becomes D, B becomes E, and so on.’

Ivy had another look. ‘What about the first letter of each word? C, A, T, I …’

‘I don’t think Cati … Mal … Giris means anything,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘Is it backwards? Ins. Tructi. Onsfor. Retri … never mind.’

But Vally heard something familiar. For years, Pearl had been pronouncing words the way she read them, calling boat railings gun-whales and exaggeration hyper-bowl. Ins, tructi, onsfor, retri wasn’t another language, and it wasn’t nonsense.

‘Instructions,’ he said. ‘Instructions for …’ He accepted the scroll and did his best to read the letters backwards.

·ins·tructi·onsfor·

·retri·eving·theul·

·tima·tecom·pendi·

·umofvit·alma·gic·

‘Pa did something like this in his Funny Picture Book,’ Vally explained. ‘He says doun tooth ersasy ouwo uldbed oneby is a proverb in an ancient language, but it’s really English with the spaces moved: Do unto others as you would be done by.’

‘And what does this one say?’ Miss Kwon asked.

Vally traced the lines on the scroll with his finger. ‘Instructions for retrieving The Ultimate Compendium of Vital Magic.’

‘But why write it in code at all?’ Mr Pyke said. ‘No one would know or care what The Ultimate Compendium of Vital Magic was, unless he told them about it.’

‘Suppose someone found it in his desk?’ Miss Kwon said. ‘We know he allows people into his hat from time to time. Arrogant he may be, but he’s cunning, too.’

‘Paranoid, more like,’ Mr Pyke said.

‘I think he likes things to be complicated,’ Ivy said. ‘Like his house and his desk. I think he wants to feel cleverer than everybody else.’

‘There’s more writing here …’ Vally unrolled the small scroll to its full length.

·etih·wdnak·calbni·sirew·snaeht·

·etibott·naem·tonhte·et·morfdev·rac·

·denwor·deb·yamen·onlo·opri·ehtnih·guoht·

·dnu·oferas·krah·sereh·wemageht·sniwl·liks·

·asuk·roywent·ghir·poteloh·no·egip·

Vally read backwards from the bottom. ‘Pigeon-hole, top right …’

‘But pigeons have nests, don’t they?’ Ivy said.

‘I think it’s part of the desk, but you never know with Maximillian.’ Mr Pyke tried to read the coded message over Vally’s shoulder. ‘Let’s write this out, so we can be sure we don’t miss anything.’

Paper and pencils were easy to come by in Pa’s office. Before long, thanks to Miss Kwon’s effort as the scribe, all five lines were written in the proper direction, with the spaces in their proper spots. But although the words were decoded, the message remained mysterious.

pigeon-hole, top right: new york, usa

skill wins the game where sharks are found,

though in their pool, none may be drowned.

carved from teeth not meant to bite,

the answer is in black and white.

‘In black and white usually means something is clear and obvious.’ Miss Kwon set down her pencil. ‘But this isn’t. I know next to nothing about New York.’

‘Maybe we won’t know what it means unless we go there,’ Ivy said.

‘I hope not,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘From Melbourne to Sydney might be only thirty-six hours by steamship, but from here to the United States takes – what, a month and a half?’

‘I don’t think Mr Maximillian would make it so difficult for himself. This system is designed for him alone to open … although I suppose he never expected to be so badly injured that he couldn’t do it on his own.’ Vally read Miss Kwon’s translation again. ‘What kind of pool is it impossible to drown in?’

‘A shallow one,’ Ivy said.

‘A dry one,’ Mr Pyke countered. ‘I’ve heard some terrible stories as a parent.’

‘Or a metaphorical one,’ Miss Kwon suggested. ‘Like a betting pool. Or the game of pool. You know – billiards.’

‘Skill wins the game,’ Vally said, nodding slowly. ‘But what about the sharks?’

‘Swindlers and cheaters,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘They’re often called sharks.’

Ivy pursed her lips in disgust. ‘That sounds like Mr Maximillian.’

Miss Kwon was reading through her translation again. ‘And a pool shark is someone who cheats by distracting another player.’

‘That definitely sounds like Mr Maximillian!’ Ivy said. ‘Are the carved teeth another pool thing?’

‘I don’t understand the teeth part,’ Miss Kwon admitted.

Vally gave it a few moments’ thought. ‘Pool balls can be made of ivory, can’t they?’ The adults’ frowns intimidated him. He couldn’t tell whether they were sceptical of his idea, or merely thinking it over. But no one cut him off, so he kept going. ‘Ivory comes from elephant tusks. Tusks are a type of tooth, but they’re too large for biting or chewing. Carved from teeth not meant to bite.’

‘Do tusks fall out, like deer antlers?’ Ivy asked anxiously.

Miss Kwon grimaced. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Oh,’ Ivy said. ‘Poor elephants.’

‘Anyway,’ Vally continued, ‘New York makes sense, because American pool has sixteen balls. Two of each colour, except the white cue ball, and the black number eight ball – which has a small white circle on it.’ He pointed towards the first floor, above their heads. ‘We have American pool balls here in the Arcade, in Toy Land.’

Mr Pyke stared into the air while he cleaned his glasses with a handkerchief. ‘The ball theory’s good, but the pool balls we sell are made of some new stuff called plastic celluloid. It’s supposedly stronger than ivory, and certainly cheaper.’

Miss Kwon rose from Pa’s desk chair, and put the crumpled top hat in her handbag. ‘Then we’ll find an ivory ball somewhere else. We might find an old one in a curiosity shop. Or we could go to a place where they’d choose the more expensive balls on purpose, to create the impression of luxury. Perhaps a hotel? Or … a casino?’

Her words lit a spark in Vally’s mind. He knew of an expensive hotel with pool tables. ‘What about the Federal Coffee Palace Hotel? I’ve played pool there with Eddie and his friends a few times.’

Mr Pyke folded his arms. ‘Is that so?’

‘It’s not like a normal hotel!’ Vally said quickly. ‘They sell coffee and ice cream instead of beer and things.’ It came out of Vally’s mouth sounding like a lie, even though it wasn’t. Like Ma Cole, Mr Pyke had the knack of making a kid feel like they were in proper trouble.

Luckily, Miss Kwon backed him up. ‘You’ve no need to tell him off, Billy Pyke – it’s a perfectly innocent temperance hotel, not some grimy pub. Families and single women stay there all the time. Mr and Mrs Cole would not mind in the least.’

‘Eddie Cole and innocent rarely go together,’ Mr Pyke said dryly. ‘But better a temperance hotel than a casino. How far is it, Val?’

Vally pointed to the west. ‘The corner of King Street and Collins Street.’

‘You mean, our King and Collins Streets?’ Ivy exclaimed. Even she knew the Melbourne grid – the city centre had been her neighbourhood all her life. ‘You mean, we can go there now?’
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In summertime, the city could be hotter at four o’clock than any other hour, and it certainly was today. The bricks and stones and metal roofs had all warmed through, and the breeze was too faint to bring any relief. Even on sophisticated Collins Street, Vally saw the signs of Melbourne’s struggles. Everywhere he looked, he noticed dark windows in the shops and buildings: a former jeweller’s, an ex-haberdashery, an erstwhile doctor’s office. Even the doors of the splendid bank buildings were closed and barred. The group walked in worried silence, made all the more noticeable by the sound of their footsteps on the paving stones.

‘All this bluestone is volcanic, you know,’ Vally said, just to start a conversation about something. He pointed at the pavement. ‘It’s cooled lava. We’ve got streets, and churches, and a Town Hall made out of lava.’

Mr Pyke fanned himself with his cap. ‘It might melt back into lava in this heat.’

Ivy tapped the pavement with the heel of her shoe. ‘Could it really?’

‘Sorry, Ivy. I was joking.’

Miss Kwon peered into her handbag at Mr Maximillian’s hat. ‘You know, I could get rid of this,’ she murmured to the others. ‘Toss it in the river, or a fireplace …’

‘I vote for the sewer,’ Mr Pyke said.

‘After he’s cured Pearl,’ Vally reminded them.

Just as Vally felt the sweat rolling down the small of his back, making him wish they had caught the tram instead, the Federal Coffee Palace Hotel came into sight.

Palace was the right word. At seven storeys tall, the hotel dominated the buildings around it. Concrete statues and rows of arched windows lined every floor. Four concrete giantesses in flowing robes seemed to watch the Cole siblings and their guardians approach the hotel. Above the giantesses, cherubs frolicked, and gargoyles snarled. Two magnificent eagle-lion creatures peered from the archway over the entrance as if they were planning to swoop down and snatch the horses off Collins Street in their talons. Vally knew real animals better than mythical ones, but the word griffin came to mind.

‘I knew it wouldn’t be a real palace,’ Ivy said disappointedly, as the group walked up the front steps. ‘There should be waterfalls of coffee, and fountains of coffee, if you’re going to call it a coffee palace.’

But Vally thought she was underrating the palatial hotel. Its coolness, cleanliness, and beauty felt luxurious after the heat and dust outside. Wide staircases of red-and-white marble led from the tiled foyer to the first and second floors. Like Cole’s Book Arcade, the hotel had a lightwell, and the stained-glass ceiling of the second floor shone like gemstones.

‘We’ll have to take a lift.’ Vally pointed across the foyer, remembering the way. ‘The pool room is on the fourth floor.’

But before they were halfway across the room, a young concierge in uniform stepped into their path. ‘Good afternoon, sir, madam!’ He looked a little longer at Miss Kwon than at Mr Pyke. ‘Right this way to the coffee bar.’ He gestured to wide-open doors beside the lifts. Beyond was the coffee bar, full of sunlight and crisp white tablecloths.

Vally was a little thrown by the interruption to their plans, but Mr Pyke answered with ease and confidence. ‘We’d like that, but we’re on our way to the games rooms first.’

The concierge glanced at Miss Kwon’s handbag. Vally realised that the concierge was taking note of it as the only thing anyone in the group carried: overnight guests would arrive with luggage. ‘May I ask your room number?’ Before anyone could come up with a convincing lie, the boy continued, ‘Unfortunately, the games rooms are only open to hotel guests at present. We offer our most humble apologies.’

Ivy put on her best downcast face. ‘But it’s the school holidays, and it’s too hot to do anything else.’

Vally had noticed the boy’s repeated glances towards Miss Kwon. Perhaps her showy clothes had attracted his attention, or her absent ear, but Vally thought it might have been the fact that she was Chinese. He wasn’t about to let someone scarcely older than himself get away with refusing her entry out of prejudice. ‘The games rooms used to be open to the public,’ he said, folding his arms.

The concierge’s politely clasped hands began to wring each other. 

‘It isn’t allowed anymore. We’ve had to change the rules.’ He glanced around before replying. ‘I’m not supposed to say so, but we recently had a lot of expensive silver cutlery stolen from the dining salons upstairs. The management decided that keeping the upper floors open to the public wasn’t worth the trouble. But if you like, I could ask someone higher up than me. Perhaps if they wrote down your names, to make sure they have a record of you …’

‘I understand.’ Mr Pyke gave the boy a comradely shrug. ‘We’ve noticed more thieves in the shop where I work, too. We’ll be happy enough with the coffee for today.’

And in a few moments, the group were sitting around a table, ordering coffee and ginger ale, instead of looking for the ivory pool ball that might free Pearl from the Wraith. With six tables occupied, the coffee bar was busy enough to drown out a secretive conversation, yet empty enough that the staff would notice anyone coming or going.

‘Time for a new plan,’ Mr Pyke murmured, after the waiter took their order.

‘We could pay for a room,’ Ivy said. ‘Then they’d have to let us upstairs.’

‘The lifts aren’t far away.’ Vally could hear their doors rattling outside the coffee bar. ‘Sneaking past all the staff and into a lift is the tricky part. Once we’re in the lift, we can go straight to the fourth floor, where the pool room is.’

‘The idea has potential.’ Mr Pyke scanned the coffee bar. ‘But I can’t say that I’m very good at sneaking.’ He gestured up and down at himself, emphasising his height, or his bright red jacket, or both.

‘Nor can I.’ The rooster feathers on Miss Kwon’s hat bounced as a sudden enthusiasm seized her. ‘Although I do have a talent for creating a diversion.’

Mr Pyke looked aghast. ‘No, Kezia.’

‘Yes, William.’ She interlaced her fingers and leaned her chin on them. ‘If these two are caught, they won’t attract half as much suspicion as you or I would. Even if we have been forbidden from going upstairs, they can use curiosity as an excuse.’

Mr Pyke shut his eyes, as if in pain. ‘They’re children.’

‘Exactly,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘They can pass it off as a bit of harmless mischief.’

‘We’ll be really quick, Mr Pyke!’ Vally said. ‘We’ll be back before you finish your coffee! How exactly can we tell whether something is made of ivory, by the way?’

‘Look for faint grain lines, like you’d find in wood,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘You’ve probably seen it before, in piano keys, and coat buttons, and things.’ She glanced around the coffee bar. ‘I think you’ll be all right once you’re past the people who saw us arrive – the other staff will assume the front desk let you in. But if anyone asks, tell them that your room number is … 28. And pretend you’re sort of giddy and foolish. That almost always works for me.’ She lowered her voice as a waiter approached the next table, carrying a tray laden with drinks and cakes. ‘Ready?’

‘For what?’ Ivy squeaked.

And as the waiter passed behind her, Miss Kwon pushed away from the table, ramming her chair into him.

The waiter sprawled. Dishes clattered and smashed. Hot black coffee splashed across empty white tables and the marble floor.

‘Oh, goodness gracious me!’ Miss Kwon cried, as loudly as the crashing dishes. ‘I’m so sorry – I simply didn’t see you there!’
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spies

From a distance, Pearl and Autonomous watched the mismatched group leave Cole’s Book Arcade, and head towards Collins Street. It was a relief to see Ivy and Vally unharmed. Pearl wished she could run to them, and tell them how sorry she was, but Autonomous would only let her feet move steadily down Collins Street, always keeping a few strangers in front of her to hide behind.

‘I’m sure I’ve met that woman before.’ Autonomous meant the lady in the turquoise dress, whom he was studying through Pearl’s eyes. ‘We can’t let her or Mr Pyke see us.’

What does it matter if they do? Pearl wondered. They’re just hobby magicians. You could beat them easily.

‘They’re adults and you’re not,’ Autonomous pointed out. ‘If they caught hold of us, they could pin you down and restrain your hands.’

Pearl didn’t think that was the real reason for his caution. Even with the willowy woman’s help, any pinning down would have to be mostly Mr Pyke’s doing. Autonomous had never cared a jot about that possibility until now.

Ahead, Pearl’s siblings crossed the street.

We’re going to lose sight of them, Autonomous! She had to push her body across the street with the same force it would have taken to shift a heavy piece of furniture. Where could they be going?

Autonomous didn’t fight her very hard, but he wouldn’t let her run. Pearl came close enough to hear snatches of their conversation: Vally nervously rambling about volcanoes, Mr Pyke cracking a lousy joke, Ivy falling for it. She felt drawn to them, as if they held an invisible elastic cord that was threaded through her ribcage.

‘I don’t think that’s you.’ Autonomous sounded wary, which was unusual for him. ‘I think it’s me.’

What do you mean?

‘That peculiar tugging … I feel it when my father is close by.’

Pearl flinched as a head wearing a top hat bobbed along the other side of the street – but the man under it was neither tall nor thin.

False alarm, she thought. And my siblings actually are close by.

But she couldn’t prevent Autonomous from peering into laneways, and scanning the tops of buildings. Which was irritating, because she was trying to keep her siblings in sight, and instead, her eyes kept darting about under his control.

After another block, her siblings, Mr Pyke, and the woman in the turquoise dress ascended the steps of a seven-storey building adorned with concrete statues. Pearl recognised the building, but had never taken much interest in it. The letters painted on its windows read: Federal Coffee Palace Hotel.

Watching Vally and Ivy disappear inside made Pearl miss them, even though they hadn’t gone far. I need to talk to them, Autonomous. They’re probably worried about me.

But Autonomous kept Pearl’s brown ankle boots pressed firmly to the ground. ‘Father is in there. I’m almost certain of it.’ The strange feeling she was absorbing from him seemed stronger now – the pulling and the emptiness felt like her chest contained a balloon on a string.

Pearl didn’t see why the Obscurosmith would be spending the afternoon in the Federal Coffee Palace Hotel – but if he was, she ought to warn her siblings. Although she didn’t know what they were doing here, either. It wasn’t Mr Pyke’s job to take the Cole children around town on the school holidays, and their apartment would have been safe even with the broken skylight in the Arcade. She wanted to see inside the hotel as keenly as if it were a present she was forbidden from opening. Can’t I just peek in the window, Autonomous?

Her feet refused to budge.

Pearl tried a different tack. Could you float inside, and tell me what you see?

‘And what if that’s exactly what my father is waiting for?’ he retorted. ‘He might try to catch me with magic. He can do nearly anything he sets his mind to, you know.’

They were stuck. Even if Pearl managed to seize control from Autonomous for a moment, she wouldn’t get far with him so determined to keep her outside.

Unless she came up with a compromise.

A moment later, the perfect brainwave flowed into her head. Autonomous, what if we send in a spy first?

‘And whom should that be?’ He glanced around at the streets, where birds searched for scraps. ‘I wouldn’t trust these pigeons with our business.’

We can create a spy with magic, Pearl thought. And if it doesn’t see Mr Maximillian, then you’ve got to let me talk to Vally and Ivy, all right?

Autonomous frowned with her face. His foggy memory of a black-and-white paper bird drifted through her mind. ‘We can try. What shall we use?’

Pearl spotted an old newspaper by the front window of a vacant shop. When she approached it, she found the broken stem of a clay tobacco pipe in the debris, too. She spread a sheet of the newspaper on the dirt road, sat at the edge of the gutter, and used the sharp broken end of the pipe as a nib. Then Autonomous took control of her hands, writing into the dust his symbols for fly and hide, legs and wings, follow and return …

But what if their spy was caught? Shouldn’t they have more than one?

The newspaper crunched, ripped, and burst into dozens of fluttering scraps.

They had delicate black-and-white wings, but they did not resemble birds. They were much smaller, with more legs.

Butterflies? Pearl scooped up several in her hands, and watched them explore her fingers. Each was about one inch long. No – they’re more like moths, aren’t they?

‘We both made a mess of that,’ said Autonomous. ‘You imagined more than one, and I was feeling small because of Father. Shall we try again?’

Pearl’s hands began to clench against her will, curling in on the moths.

She thrust her fingers out straight. Don’t crush them, Autonomous! A bird would have drawn too much attention, anyway.
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The moths crawled up the hotel walls, wiggling their papery antennae. They flew through open windows. They were gone for a while.

Then they came back.

Pearl was waiting outside below a concrete giantess, where no one would see her through the windows. As each moth landed on her arms and fingers, she saw that the newsprint on their paper wings had arranged into words. One read, scent of coffee. Another said, chair legs scrape on floor, which was followed by porcelain clinking. They were so small that a few words, without punctuation, were the most they could carry at a time.

Three moths arrived together, arranging themselves in a jagged line on the back of Pearl’s hand.

table of four

man in red says

time for new plan

Could Mr Pyke be the man in red? Few men wore bright colours, apart from ties and neckerchiefs, which made vibrant uniforms like the smart red blazers of Cole’s Book Arcade all the more distinctive. Pearl allowed the moths to fly back in through the window while some of the slower ones arrived with new messages.

blonde boy says we can go

fourth floor pool room

‘Thank you, little spies,’ Pearl whispered aloud. Vally was a blonde boy, and if the moths hadn’t told her what Mr Pyke meant by plan, at least they’d given her a clue by mentioning the fourth floor.

‘Yes, that’s all very well,’ Autonomous thought. ‘But who else is there?’

More moths arrived. waiters working, the words on their wings read.

table for two

couple holding hands

one person sits alone

in black shoes and black hat

Autonomous went rigid with wariness.

and purple gown, read the final moth, arriving slightly late.

‘Well, perhaps Father isn’t here, after all,’ Autonomous said. ‘But I still don’t want to give Mr Pyke and his friend a chance to capture you.’

Pearl couldn’t help agreeing with that. It would be better to talk to her siblings without having to face Mr Pyke, especially after she had smashed the skylight.

Some of the paper moths had made another circuit of the coffee bar, and came back to land on her hands.

forbidden from going upstairs

sneaking past staff

creating diversion

Pearl didn’t understand what these moths were telling her. Had they arrived out of order? Were they describing what somebody was doing, or giving her snatches of a conversation?

She didn’t need the moths to tell her what happened next: the cacophony of breaking china made it plain. A woman shrieked.

Catching Autonomous off-guard, Pearl seized control of herself long enough to dart to the nearest window. Let’s look now, Autonomous! While everyone is distracted!

He pulled her into a crouch, but he let her peek over the sill.

In the coffee bar, Mr Pyke’s friend was making a scene. She didn’t seem hurt: her cries were, in fact, raucous apologies. She lamented her coffee-soaked French heels, trod on clinking fragments of china, and fussed over the waiter. ‘Oh, my stars and garters!’ she exclaimed. ‘You poor young man! Is that blood?’

At first, Pearl thought Mr Pyke was trying to help the waiter by gathering the unbroken dishes, and placing them on an empty table nearby. But then he grabbed a fistful of the tablecloth and yanked it, sending the rescued dishes to the floor again.

He’s making a mess on purpose! she thought in amazement, as Mr Pyke apologised to the waiter, a bit less theatrically.

And a moment later, she realised why. A flash of movement on the other side of the coffee bar caught her attention, and she saw Vally and Ivy slip from the room.

‘They’re creating a diversion, just like the moths told us.’ Even Autonomous was curious now. ‘But why do they want to sneak past the staff and go upstairs?’

Another moth arrived, struggling to fly. It unfolded itself in Pearl’s hand, revealing all its words: hotel foyer boy and girl creep into l i f t

It had worn itself out, trying to carry so much information. When Pearl finished reading, it lay lifeless in her hand.

Autonomous made her scrunch the scrap of paper in her fist. ‘Now is our chance to catch them alone!’ He steered Pearl back towards the grand entrance of the hotel.

Wait a minute, Autonomous! Pearl tried to halt herself, but she overbalanced.

Autonomous saved her from falling on her face by turning her through a somersault, and landing her back on her feet. ‘What’s the matter?’

Pearl put out her arms to steady herself. If Ivy and Vally were forbidden from going upstairs, don’t you think we might be, too?

‘I expect so.’

Then how will we find them and talk to them?

He craned Pearl’s neck to look up at the hotel walls. Some of the arched windows were open, to air out the rooms. ‘The fourth floor, they said …’

And before Pearl could ask him what he meant, or try to stop him, she found herself running at the hotel wall. She was leaping – reaching up – grabbing a cherub’s wing, and then she was clambering up the outside of the hotel, like a mountaineer scaling a cliff. Her fingers hooked into the fancy bands and grooves sculpted into the walls. Her feet pushed off gargoyle heads, and garlands of concrete flowers.

She gripped the bottom of a first-floor balcony with all her might, stopping her hands from reaching any higher. Autonomous Wraith, get me down from here this instant!

‘If you insist.’ He peeled one hand from the balcony, and let her legs go slack.

Gravity hauled on her. The stone paving loomed below.

She was only one level above ground, but the drop was certainly high enough to endanger her life. Pearl flattened herself against the wall, her heart pounding. I didn’t mean let go!

Autonomous laughed at her, with her own breath, and said, ‘Then leave the climbing to me. I know what I’m doing.’

And Pearl had no choice but to let him do it. She watched her own limbs reach, twist, swing, and leap as Autonomous made her scramble with monkey-like ease up the side of the hotel. She was too afraid that fighting him might make her lose her balance or her grip. She didn’t even dare try to read the paper moths as they caught up to her, in case they distracted him. They settled on her skirts, camouflaging themselves as a patterned design.

By the time Autonomous had guided Pearl to the fourth floor, her fingertips felt raw. Autonomous reached for the sill of the open window above, hauled Pearl up to it, and swung her into an empty hallway.

Pearl’s arms ached. She liked to climb trees, but her muscles weren’t used to rock climbing. It would have been far less nerve-wracking to climb in through a first-floor window, and take the lift to the fourth floor.

‘And it would have been far less quick.’ Autonomous pulled her upright, though her knees were trembling. ‘Let’s find those siblings of yours.’

The pool room was helpfully signposted; Pearl and Autonomous found it within a minute of searching. The large windows gave a splendid view of Melbourne’s rooftops and church spires. The six wooden pool tables, lined with green felt, each had a green electric lamp hanging on a chain above it. A box of white cue chalk from a previous game had been left on one of the pool tables. On a nearby wall, several different sets of balls were lined up in racks: red, white, and the full rainbow of the American sixteen.

And beside the ball racks stood Vally and Ivy, their eyes and mouths round with shock.

Then Ivy’s face flooded with relief, and she started forward. ‘Pearl!’

But their brother caught Ivy’s arm, holding her back. ‘What are you doing here?’

Pearl was reluctant to speak in case Autonomous fought her, but he didn’t try to stop her this time. ‘I followed you. I needed to be sure that you were OK.’

‘You followed us four blocks in the blistering heat, and you didn’t speak up until now?’ Vally’s bright blue eyes fixed on her as if he was trying to see into her head. ‘Are you feeling OK? You could have been badly hurt, climbing around the rooftops like that.’

‘I …’ She wanted to mention climbing the hotel wall, but Autonomous wouldn’t allow it. ‘I don’t want you to worry about me.’

Vally’s expression softened a little. ‘Of course we’ve been worried about you.’

‘I’m not hurt, Val.’

‘That’s good,’ Vally said, restlessly turning something in his pocket. ‘I wouldn’t want my sister to get hurt.’

‘He knows I’m still here,’ Autonomous told Pearl. ‘He doesn’t trust us. And we still don’t know what they’re doing here, or why Father seemed so close downstairs.’

Then win him over, Pearl thought. Show him that you can be trusted.

But before Pearl could say anything more, Ivy crossed the room and took her hand. ‘Come with us! Mr Pyke and Miss Kwon will be so pleased that we found you.’

‘Mr Pyke and who?’ Pearl asked.

Ivy began to drag her towards the door. ‘A friend of his. You’ll like her.’

Autonomous dug Pearl’s heels into the carpet, making her stumble.

‘It’s better if I don’t go with you,’ Pearl said. ‘And you mustn’t come with me, either. It isn’t … safe …’

‘You’ll be safe.’ Vally crossed the room towards his sisters. ‘We’re doing all we can to help you, Pearl.’

She wanted to go to him, but Autonomous was trying to pull her in the other direction. ‘They didn’t know we would be here!’ he whispered. ‘They’re plotting something …’

‘I like those butterflies on your dress,’ Ivy was saying. ‘Did you sew them on, or did you attach them with magic?’

Too many voices were talking to Pearl at once. Too many goals were fighting inside her. She wanted to tell Ivy about her magic moths, to apologise to Vally, to honour her promise to Autonomous, to protect her siblings from him, to restore the glory of her city …

Her brother put his arm around her shoulder. She could have given up on everything else she wanted, and let her siblings take her home.

Then Vally stumbled on a wrinkle in the carpet. As he put his hands out to break his fall, something dropped from his pocket with a thud.

A pool ball.

A black American pool ball, with the number eight on it.

‘New York,’ Autonomous said, in Pearl’s voice. ‘Top right pigeon-hole.’

The smallest flinch went through Ivy’s hand. ‘What’s that, Pearlie?’

‘You’re on his side!’ Autonomous twisted Pearl’s body away from Vally and Ivy. ‘You’re working for the Obscurosmith! You were about to take me right to him! That’s why you acted so happy to see me!’

Sometimes, when Autonomous decided to take charge, Pearl seemed to see and hear the world as if she were underwater. Now she seemed to be sinking deeper and further from everything around her. Her fingers seized a stump of the white cue chalk.

She wanted to offer sympathy to her siblings, or ask how they could have made a mistake as foolish as her own, or at least keep herself quiet, so that they could explain how Autonomous was wrong. But instead, she heard her own voice snarling at them. ‘Where is he? What did he sell you, in return for doing his dirty work?’

‘Um,’ Ivy said. ‘You.’

‘You’re buying your sister back from him?’ Autonomous gave a sharp, mirthless laugh. ‘Another sister, I should say! For a family of bookworms’ – Pearl watched her numb hands scrawl symbols across the nearest pool table – ‘you’re really quite stupid!’ On the last word, Autonomous made his last fierce slash with the chalk.

A cracking, crumbling sound came from outside. Pearl glanced at the large windows. Something stirred on the ledge.

‘She won’t actually hurt us, will she?’ Ivy was saying, as she looked from Vally back to Pearl.

‘She’ll do whatever I want her to,’ Pearl heard herself reply.

And one of the pool room’s windows shattered into a thousand pieces.
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escape from the federal coffee palace hotel

A grey beast with horns and batlike wings crouched on the lush carpet. It shook glass fragments from its body, then sprang onto the nearest table. The next window burst as another gargoyle leapt in from the hotel’s outside walls.

Vally glanced from the living statues to Pearl’s expression of vicious rage. Was there any way to reach her, to draw her out again?

‘Pearl, we are on your side, I promise!’ Could she even hear him? ‘You fight that Wraith as hard as you can! We’ll get you out of this!’

Then he grabbed Ivy’s hand, and ran for it.

‘I really believed it at first!’ Ivy cried, as they dashed towards the lifts. ‘I thought that was Pearl talking!’

‘I think it was both of them.’ The pool ball bumped on Vally’s thigh as he ran. ‘She was trying to warn us before the Wraith took her over.’

At the lifts, his finger hammered the button, ringing the bell five or six times. It took a few tense seconds to arrive. A uniformed lift driver slid the rattling doors aside.

‘Ground floor, please!’ Ivy said breathlessly.

The lift descended slower than Vally liked. The driver smiled, as if to show his support for whatever mischief they might be up to. ‘Who are you running from?’

‘Your statues are alive,’ Ivy said.

Now the driver frowned. ‘Beg your pardon, miss?’

‘Your statues,’ she said. ‘From outside the hotel. They’re alive.’

The bell inside the lift rang, and the narrow contraption drew to a halt.

Vally shoved the doors open with a clatter of metal. ‘If I were you, sir, I would ring the fire alarms!’

In the coffee bar, Miss Kwon and Mr Pyke were doing some fiddly magic business. She had woven a network of string between her fingers. He was sorting beads, needles, and spools for her by colour and size. They must have been preparing their magic-scrambling spell, like the one they had used on Mr Maximillian’s millipede.

‘We need to go!’ Vally said.

At the same time, Ivy said, ‘The Wraith is here!’

‘One at a time!’ Mr Pyke said.

But Miss Kwon had understood, even with her limited hearing. With a great sweep of her arm across the table, she pushed all her sewing paraphernalia back into her handbag. Instead of scattering across the table or onto the floor, it jumped about to keep itself in order – a sure sign of Mr Pyke’s signature magic. ‘Where’s the ball?’

Vally tapped his pocket. ‘Right here!’

‘And where did you see the Wraith?’ Dropping a few silver coins on the table, Miss Kwon rose to her feet.

‘In the pool room,’ Vally said.

‘In Pearl!’ Ivy said.

‘But that’s perfect!’ Mr Pyke looked around for approval. ‘Why can’t we take her with us right now? We might not need Mr Maximillian, Kezia – you and I could—’

In the street outside, something hit the ground with such force that it rattled all the cups in the coffee bar.

Then a grey giantess crashed through the window.

She walked straight through the glass, unflinching and expressionless. Glass cascaded from her concrete hair and robes. She must have been ten feet tall.

‘Oh,’ Mr Pyke said faintly. ‘That’s why.’

Another giantess burst in, this one swinging the end of her robe like a flail. Staff and patrons screamed and fled. The concrete giantesses moved rigidly across the restaurant, ignoring the tables and chairs that they knocked down in their path.

And their path was, of course, towards Vally, his sister, and their guardians.

The group ran towards the hotel foyer, where they found that things were even worse.

Gargoyles swung and leapt from columns and banisters. A third giantess threw aside a door, having torn it off its hinges. Terrified hotel guests fled up the stairs. Staff ran through the doors to kitchens and cloakrooms. Concrete dust and the clatter of the fire alarm bells filled the air.

Miss Kwon pointed to a hiding spot a few yards away. ‘We should separate,’ she said, once everyone was huddled together between an upended table and a huge floral arrangement. ‘Four small targets have a better chance.’

Mr Pyke waved incredulously at the chaos around them. ‘I’m not leaving the kids in the middle of this!’

Vally’s mind raced. If only they could blink out of here, like Mr Maximillian could, and reappear somewhere else … ‘The hat! Can we escape into the hat?’

Miss Kwon opened her bag and pulled out the crumpled top hat. ‘We can try it!’

‘Ivy first!’ Before anyone could argue, Mr Pyke was lifting Ivy under the armpits. The hat caught her feet, and with a squeal of surprise, she was gone.

The flower arrangement beside them crashed to the floor. A gargoyle stood on the table where it had been.

As it leapt, Vally and the adults lunged out of its way. It smashed against the wall in an explosion of masonry.

Vally dusted off his shoulders as the group kept moving. ‘Mr Pyke, should Ivy be alone in there?’

‘She’s not alone, she’s with …’ Mr Pyke stared at the hat. ‘Oh, no!’ He grabbed its brim with both hands and pulled it over his head.

Miss Kwon caught the hat before it hit the ground. She and Vally headed for the shelter of a pillar nearby.

‘Miss Kwon, I’ve just realised something,’ Vally said, when they paused behind the pillar. ‘Even if we all escape into the hat, it’ll still be here in the hotel, won’t it?’

The pillar behind which they were hiding shuddered as a giantess smacked into it. They darted to the next one.

‘The hat can’t stay here,’ Vally said breathlessly. ‘If one of the statues seizes the hat before Mr Maximillian can steer it outside—’

Miss Kwon raised one hand to silence him. ‘I understand. What do I need to do?’

Vally looked at her long skirts, her high heels, her large handbag. He didn’t want to be left behind. He wanted an adult to take charge of the most dangerous task. But surely, dressed like that, she couldn’t run as fast as he could.

He thrust the pool ball into her hand. ‘I know how to get us out of here! Take this and follow the others!’

She nodded, and pushed her handbag into the hat. ‘Billy won’t be pleased …’ She lifted the hat over her head. ‘But you know this hotel better than I do!’

And then Vally was alone, surrounded by leaping statues and a rain of rubble.

He picked up the hat and ran. A cherub and a gargoyle charged towards him with open arms. He veered to the left, and they smashed into each other. The gargoyle’s head cracked into pieces and fell off.

Vally hurdled over its crumbling concrete body. Something whooshed towards him. He ducked. A giantess had just grabbed at his head. A cherub lunged at his legs. Vally changed his pace with a hop and a jump, dodging its grasp. He looked ahead, focusing on his goal. In a few steps, he would be out in the sunshine, in the wide street, with nothing above him but the sky …

But then the front doorway darkened with an earth-shaking rumble of concrete on stone steps. The griffins stood in the entrance, blocking his way with their large bodies and majestic wings.

He looked behind him, hoping for an escape route back through the coffee bar or some other door – but he couldn’t see any other doors. All the living statues were converging on him. The tiles of the beautiful hotel shuddered and cracked under their feet.

Inside him, something quailed. He wanted to back down, to say sorry, to end this whole thing before it could get any more difficult or frightening. Before he could get hurt.

But Vally couldn’t afford to listen to that part of himself today. His little sisters were counting on him.

He held the top hat under his arm like a football, and ran towards the griffins.

He stretched out his hand.

He grabbed a griffin’s wing, jumped, and swung himself onto its back.

He sprang to his feet like a trick rider in the circus. Concrete cracked behind him. The second griffin pounced on the back of the first, smashing its own bird-like feet to pieces. Fragments of concrete struck Vally’s clothes and the side of his face.

He did not stop moving. Before the first griffin could turn to attack him, he sprang over its head, plummeting through the air to freedom.

The free-fall lasted a moment longer than Vally had expected. Below his feet was not the front doorstep of the Federal Coffee Palace Hotel, but the footpath. He’d cleared the steps.

His feet stung as they struck the paving. He felt the impact shoot up his shin bones and into his spine. But nothing inside him cracked or wrenched, and he staggered onwards, over the kerb, over the cobbled gutter, until he caught his balance in the dusty street.

‘I’m out?’ The stumbling jog that was carrying him away from the hotel turned into a series of victory jumps. He held the hat in both hands and hollered into it. ‘I got out!’

On the steps of the hotel, the crumbling griffins moved like wind-up toys somebody had trodden on. A giantess burst out of the doorway behind them, knocking the griffins down the steps. As soon as they touched the paving stones at the bottom, they stopped moving, and froze in place. Cherubs and gargoyles clambered around the giantess’s legs, but they, too, turned back into ordinary statues the moment they touched the street.

Did the Wraith know that its enemies had slipped out of its grasp?

Vally wasn’t normally one to swagger, but he did it now, all the way to the corner of King and Bourke Streets. He had found the pool ball: the first key. He had saved Ivy, Miss Kwon, and Mr Pyke. He had done that slick jump over the griffin’s back. The plan was working. Pearl would be cured in no time.

He found a laneway where a beaten-up hat could lie undetected for a while, and followed his companions to the world inside it.
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After a moment of roaring darkness, Vally rolled out from under a rug in the Obscurosmith’s library. It looked especially sinister after the summer sunlight outside. Ivy’s cheer, and the cries of relief from Miss Kwon and Mr Pyke, rang out oddly in its vastness.

Mr Maximillian lay on the daybed. He was covered in a thin layer of frost, with one hand hanging limp over the edge of the mattress. He looked like a frozen corpse – so it startled Vally when he spoke. ‘What’s the matter, Master Cole?’

‘Nothing, with me!’ Vally said, surprise strangling his words a little.

‘Well, I’m not improving, as you can see.’ Mr Maximillian waved towards his desk, cracking the frost that covered him. ‘You had better ge-ge-get on with it.’

Miss Kwon sighed, turning her back on him, and held up the black ball. ‘Top right pigeon-hole, isn’t it?’ she asked the rest of the group.

The four of them returned to the desk, with its bewildering array of drawers and cupboards. It seemed like a desk that could give up a hundred secrets while keeping a hundred more to itself. The little wooden bird at the top did not move, but Vally could have sworn the painted dots of its eyes had not been looking at him before.

Among the shelves in the desk’s upper case were nine pigeon-holes. When Miss Kwon pushed the black ball into the highest one on the right, it dropped out of sight. Somewhere inside the desk, the rolling sound continued. Mechanisms clacked, rasped and creaked. Then part of the writing surface in the middle of the desk lifted up on slender metal struts, and flipped itself over. On its underside was an indent shaped like an arrow.
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The arrow was pointing at a large, decorative knob on a drawer. A tiny black scroll tied with a black ribbon lay in one corner of the indent. Miss Kwon lifted it out, slipped off its black ribbon and unrolled the paper. ‘It’s in code again, but it looks like it says: writing surface—’

Ivy interrupted her. ‘A big arrow should be enough of a clue, shouldn’t it?’ Before anyone could stop her, she reached past Vally and tugged on the drawer knob.

The noise that followed seemed to pierce his brain. It was as if an angry constable was blowing a police whistle right in his face. Ivy, Vally, and Mr Pyke shouted in surprise and pain, clamping their hands over their ears. Miss Kwon – whose missing ear left her with one free hand – groped across the desk to close the drawer, trying to shut off whatever mechanism had triggered the noise.

‘A lock has been tried incorrectly!’ The little wooden bird joined the din, the sound barely muffled by Vally’s fingers.

Mr Maximillian began to hobble towards the desk, waving the group out of his way. ‘Stand aside!’ He turned his attention to the desk and began opening, closing, pulling, and pressing everything that would budge. ‘What have you done here, child?’

‘Your security may be at risk!’ shrieked the little wooden bird.

‘It’s me, you infernal thing!’ A hidden compartment sprang out, then another from that, and another from that, releasing ever tinier ones until they were too small to see. The thin false bottom of a drawer launched towards the ceiling, and didn’t come down again.

As suddenly as the noise had begun, it stopped.

Mr Maximillian clicked the knob of the offending drawer back into place, and lifted his hands away. ‘Miss Cole.’ His voice was as calm as the surface of a rip current. Resting one hand on the top of his cane, he pointed towards a dark nook on the other side of the library. ‘Go and open that door for me.’
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the seven boards of skill

Ivy stood as if her shoes were glued to the floor.

Vally put his hand on her shoulder. ‘You don’t have to, Ivy.’

‘Yes, she does,’ Mr Maximillian said. ‘She’s agreed to do my bidding. She will do as she is bid. Come with me, and open that door.’

Ivy still didn’t move. ‘Vally, will you come with me?’

‘We’ll all go with you.’ Mr Pyke stepped forward.

The Obscurosmith thrust his cane towards the group. Everyone ducked, covering their heads. With a crunch of ceramic, something on the bookshelves behind them ceased to exist.

‘Just Miss Cole, please,’ he said mildly, in the stunned silence that followed. ‘I want to show her the living room.’

Ivy spread her hands, signalling the others to stay put, and walked towards him.

With the aid of his cane, Mr Maximillian led the way across the library. ‘You didn’t read the instructions, did you, Miss Cole? You didn’t discuss it with the others. You decided you might as well take a stab in the dark.’ Having reached the door, he stopped, and folded both hands over his cane. ‘And you set-set-set off the alarm.’ The frost vanished from his face, although the silver crack still sparkled. ‘That was silly, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes?’ Ivy said slowly, in a way that meant why?

Vally saw Mr Pyke reach into his pocket, and Miss Kwon into her bag.

‘Stay there!’ said Mr Maximillian, flicking the tip of his cane towards them. To Ivy, he continued in the same soft, almost kindly voice. ‘All of this must be exciting for you. Puzzles to solve. Treasures to find. And magic tricks, of course. But you mustn’t act rashly. My life depends on it.’ He nodded towards the doorknob. ‘Perhaps a quiet moment alone in the living room would help you to remember that.’

Ivy opened the door.

It looked nothing like the Coles’ living room. It looked nothing like any room Vally had ever seen. The floor and the walls were moist and red, like raw meat. They pulsed and squirmed as the door opened.

The living room wasn’t for living in. The room itself was alive.

Ivy stumbled backwards.

The Obscurosmith caught her by the shoulder. ‘Do you know what my living room lives on, dear girl?’

She shook her head in mute terror.

‘Neither do I.’ He prodded the fleshy floor with his cane. The room groaned. ‘But no furniture I put in it seems to last long.’

‘You promised!’ Vally burst out. He started across the floor, but halted when the cane was aimed towards him again. ‘Miss Kwon said you’re not allowed to hurt any of us—’

‘The agreement,’ Mr Maximillian replied, with evident relish, ‘is that I won’t harm you, or make another person do it, as long as you put your best effort into saving my life. Miss Cole was not giving her be-be-best effort.’ He squeezed Ivy’s shoulder. ‘And the living room is not a person.’

The room squelched monstrously, emphasising his point.

‘I was!’ Ivy cried. ‘I was doing my best!’

‘Then I trust that your best will be better from now on.’ The Obscurosmith patted her shoulder and let her go. ‘You may leave the same way you came in.’

Ivy dashed to the rug, flung it aside, and leapt into the darkness beneath.
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Vally stumbled back into the heat and brightness of Melbourne. Ivy, pale-faced, was waiting in the laneway, holding a wall to steady herself.

Vally threw his arms around her, and gave her a squeeze. ‘You were so brave.’

‘That was terrible,’ she mumbled, with her face squashed against his waistcoat. ‘I thought he might really vanish one of you.’

Miss Kwon and Mr Pyke appeared from the hat a moment later, stumbling as if they’d been pushed. They were both gripping enchanted objects from Miss Kwon’s bag in their fists. They must have been moments away from using their clashing spell.

Mr Pyke looked over Vally and Ivy carefully, before giving each of them a pat on the shoulder. ‘I’ve got a new strategy for rescuing Pearl. It’s just like our first plan, but it saves three times as many children.’ He nodded at Vally and Ivy. ‘You two will go home to the Arcade, and stay there.’

Ivy glanced anxiously at the hat as Miss Kwon put it back into her handbag. ‘What about foiling Mr Maximillian’s plans?’

‘That is the genius of my plan.’ Mr Pyke led the way out of the lane, and headed east, back towards the Book Arcade. ‘You’ll be foiling his plans by staying out of his reach.’

‘But we need to rescue Pearl!’ Ivy cried.

‘No, you need Pearl rescued,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘If she was lost in the bush, or in a storm, would you put yourself in danger to find her, or trust the grown-ups to bring her back?’

Ivy began to drag her feet as she walked. ‘The second one.’

‘I’d join a search party, if Pearl was lost in the bush,’ Vally said, trying to make his voice sound as level and mature as he could. ‘Why do I have to stay at home?’

Then Miss Kwon, to his surprise, seemed to agree with him, because she said, ‘Billy, I’m not so sure of the genius of this plan.’

‘No more kids dealing with the Obscurosmith is an excellent plan,’ Mr Pyke said without hesitation.

‘But is it the best one?’ Miss Kwon persisted. ‘Vally realised that we needed an ivory pool ball, knew where to find the pool ball, got us the pool ball, and saved us all from the statues. Should we really go on without him?’

‘Yes,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘He’s fourteen.’

‘Nearly fifteen,’ Vally protested.

Miss Kwon waved her hand, flicking the matter away. ‘That’s a minor disadvantage. He has a good head for puzzles. And he keeps his temper around Mr Maximillian better than you do, I might add.’

Mr Pyke grimaced at Miss Kwon’s handbag, and sighed. ‘All right. Pearl probably stands a better chance with three rescuers than two. But I don’t like letting you stand in harm’s way, Val, and neither would your parents.’

‘Can I help with the next riddle, at least?’ Ivy asked.

Miss Kwon found the scroll and began to unfurl it. Vally glimpsed the final line.

·anih·cwohc·gnaw·kecaf·rusgni·tirw·

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Should we be reading that, here in the street? Pearl and the Wraith knew that they would find us in the pool room at the hotel …’

‘Let’s read it in the Arcade.’ Miss Kwon smirked at Mr Pyke. ‘See? He’s useful!’

Vally glanced over his shoulder a few times on the walk, but he didn’t see Pearl. The only peculiarities he noticed were some small black-and-white moths of an unfamiliar species flitting above the hot footpath. He was glad when a welcome swallow snatched one out of the air, and ate it. Fluttering insects made him nervous.
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By the time the group arrived at the Book Arcade, the staff had gone home. Vally, Ivy and the adults found a cosy spot among the bookshelves, and set to work on the riddle of the writing surface.

Vally leaned over Miss Kwon’s shoulder, trying to decode the scroll in his head. The next words after writing surface included an unfamiliar mixture of consonants. He couldn’t think of a word with the letters KW, NG, and CH in it, and was about to ask if there was a mistake, when Miss Kwon gasped with excitement. ‘I know what it says! Mr Maximillian has been on his travels.’ She read it to herself first, then shared the riddle with the rest of the group.

‘writing surface: kwangchow, china

these shards cut from the stone of heaven

can make ten thousand shapes from seven.

to keep a thief from breaking through,

within the false way hides the true.’

She looked up with a satisfied smile. ‘It’s my time to shine.’

Mr Pyke made the same face that the Cole siblings did when they teased one another. ‘When isn’t it?’

‘Oh, hush, you.’ Miss Kwon fanned a dismissive hand at him, but she was smiling as if he’d paid her a great compliment. ‘I already have the first three lines figured out. Kwangchow is another name for the city usually called Canton in English. The British first heard its proper name from the Portuguese, who couldn’t pronounce it, either. Kwangchow is closer, but not quite right.’ She demonstrated how it ought to be said, with the proper fall and rise. ‘Like you three, I grew up in Australia. I’ve never been to China. But as it happens, most of us living in Chinatown on Little Bourke Street have family heritage from Canton, and its surroundings. Many of us – and our parents, and so on – were Gold Rush immigrants like your Pa. So that’s the first line, but the really important clues are in the next part.’ Miss Kwon raised one finger. ‘Ten thousand shapes from seven refers to a Chinese puzzle game. Its name in Cantonese roughly translates as seven boards of skill. But in English, they’re called tangrams.’ On the page, she sketched several geometric shapes packed together in a square.
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‘Pa put that game in his books,’ Vally said. ‘You move the pieces around to make the shapes of animals and things. If we cut up a bit of cardboard like that, we can make them fit into the arrow in the desk.’

‘Not so fast,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘You can play it with wood or cardboard, but we need the Stone of Heaven. That’s another name for jade, which brings good luck in Chinese traditions. But it’s more than lucky, it’s … well …’ Her large sleeves puffed and rustled with her emphatic gestures. ‘You know how we have sayings like heart of gold and good as gold in English? We talk about jade the same way in Chinese. It’s been prized for such a long time that it can describe all kinds of precious, beautiful, or admirable things.’

Mr Pyke turned the drawing, viewing the seven shapes from different angles. ‘It sounds too special for a puzzle game.’

‘Well, the quality varies,’ Miss Kwon replied. ‘The finest vivid green sort is only for royalty. But the more common types of jade might, for instance, be made into expensive ornaments – like a tangram set for a rich traveller to buy as a souvenir. Although I think the best place for us to seek one out would be Tong Yun Gai.’

Mr Pyke kept turning the paper grimly. ‘And how long would it take us to sail to Tong Yun Gai, if we could?’

‘Oh, a boat could never get us all the way there.’ Miss Kwon’s expression was serious, but she had a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. ‘Or a train. In fact, we’d have to make quite a large part of the journey on foot.’

Vally caught Ivy’s eye to see if she had noticed that Miss Kwon wasn’t in earnest. Pa did this sort of teasing all the time.

‘Kezia,’ Mr Pyke moaned, with his face in his hands. ‘Are you joking?’

‘Yes!’ Her expression of pretend concern gave way to a grin. ‘Sorry – I couldn’t resist. Tong Yun Gai is simply the way to say Chinatown in Cantonese. I know someone in Little Bourke Street who might be able to lend a hand.’ She stood and looked up towards the Book Arcade’s stationery department. ‘Let me fetch something, just in case, and we’ll be there in five minutes.’
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Half-past five had struck when Vally, Mr Pyke, and Miss Kwon – and the top hat – arrived at the entrance to Melbourne’s Chinatown. Vally had lived on the neighbouring big Bourke Street for most of his life. He had walked through Little Bourke Street many times with his family, or just with Ebenezer, but he felt that passing through had only ever shown him the surface of things. He was curious to learn more, but unsure of how to progress.

Miss Kwon paused on the corner, looking up the slight slope to where the lines of buildings and footpaths met in the distance. ‘Well, this is my neighbourhood,’ she said. ‘I hope you don’t believe what you might have heard about it.’

‘Don’t worry, Kezia,’ Mr Pyke said gently. ‘Mr Cole’s kids are good sorts.’

‘I don’t see why anyone believes that rot in the newspapers,’ Vally said. They described a dirty, dangerous part of the city, in ugly words and uglier drawings.

Miss Kwon’s face was solemn as she watched a group of children playing a game of make-believe horses. ‘The newspapers aren’t the worst of it.’

She led Vally and Mr Pyke up the narrow bluestone footpaths with the pride and confidence of a dame giving a tour of her mansion. She pointed out friends’ houses, favourite shops and cookshops, and the furniture factory where her brother-in-law worked. In her company, the idea of entering and exploring these places seemed much less daunting.

What Vally liked best about this part of the city was that it was recognisably Melbourne, and at the same time, distinctly Chinese – a world of its own, born from two others. The buildings looked like those on many other inner-city streets: some humble and plain, some grand and richly decorated. The signs on the shops were written in intricate angular script. Delicious scents wafted into the street from the open doorways of cookshops and the open windows of homes, and sometimes the smells were identifiable as pork or onions, and sometimes Vally didn’t know them. Some people walking by wore the suits and dresses he saw everywhere else, but many of the men wore loose silks, and had long braids hanging down their backs. And some of those Chinese men, Vally knew, were married to women with European heritage, whose children had history in different lands and a future in this one. It made him eager to see which peoples of the world might come to Australia next, and what they might bring with them.

The trio stopped at a two-storey shop whose sign read: LOUIS AH MOUY & CO. – TEA – FIREWORKS – CHINESE GOODS. Elaborate flourishes decorated its windows and the top of its facade. Had it stood beside Cole’s Book Arcade, the two would have matched more than they contrasted. A few bluestone stairs led up to the door. Vally’s eyes tracked the trail of bubbles by his feet, once part of a thick volcanic flow.

Mr Pyke read the sign aloud. ‘Louis and company? Is this friend of yours French?’

‘He’s Chinese,’ Miss Kwon explained, ‘but most English speakers can’t read Chinese script. They do know how to pronounce Louis, so that’s how it’s written in English.’ Miss Kwon self-consciously straightened her clothes. ‘And we’re not calling in a favour from a friend. This is more like … begging for advice from a father of the neighbourhood. Louis Ah Mouy knows practically everybody. He speaks up for us, and he settles arguments, and things. He was a builder who was lucky enough to find a lot of gold, and used it wisely.’ She looked up at the windows of the shop. ‘I’m hoping he sells jade souvenirs, or knows someone who does.’

A sketch of a stern ancient sage with a wizardly beard took shape in Vally’s mind. ‘What’s the proper thing to call him? Mr Ah Mouy, or Mr Louis?’ He knew that in Chinese names, a family name usually came before a personal name, but Kezia Kwon was the English way, with the family name last.

‘He’s been known as Mr Ah Mouy since before we were born – although I think that’s like calling you Mr Valentine.’ Miss Kwon made some undetectably tiny change to her hat. ‘It’s almost six o’clock. He’ll be wanting to go home to his family – perhaps I should leave a calling card …’

‘Go on, Kezia!’ Mr Pyke waved her up the steps. ‘Do you think the Wraith is leaving calling cards?’

‘Oh, all right!’ She pushed the door open, jingling a bell above their heads.

Inside, the shop was colourful and enticing. Round lanterns hung from the ceiling like enormous fruits. Delicate porcelain filled one shelf. From a wall of drawers came a subtle and pleasant aroma of tea.

And the gentleman behind the counter was not a solemn wizard. He wore a dark blue suit and tie, with a fresh flower pinned to his lapel. He had kind intelligent eyes, and a thick tuft for a beard. He appeared to be between sixty and seventy years old – close to Pa Cole’s age, and also like Pa, he was lively and spry. ‘What a nice surprise, Miss Kwon!’

‘Good evening, Mr Ah Mouy! We’re not keeping you away from your dinner, I hope?’

‘Not yet!’ His voice was pleasant and husky. His crisp consonants hinted at younger years spent elsewhere, before a lifetime in Australia. ‘Are you looking for some fine chinoiserie for your friends? Or is it decorations for New Year’s Eve you’re after?’

Vally had glimpsed Little Bourke Street on Chinese New Year’s Eve: the red banners, the people in their most ornate clothes, the lion dancers leaping and prancing in time with the drums. It looked like fun.

‘Year of the Goat next week, isn’t it?’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Our lucky year, eh, Kezia?’

Miss Kwon grimaced. ‘Actually, a year that matches your zodiac is bad luck.’

‘On the other hand, sir, you’re wearing red, which should help to ward it off.’ Louis Ah Mouy came out from behind his counter. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance.’

The adults made introductions. Vally remembered to say, How do you do, Mr Ah Mouy? when the time came, but with so much to look at and think about, small talk couldn’t hold his attention. The shop was filled with interesting things, many only labelled in Chinese. The fireworks in particular had caught his eye. Most were sealed in intriguing multicoloured packets, but others had been taken out for display. They ranged from the size of Vally’s finger to that of his forearm. There were wheels, rockets, cones, strings of firecrackers … but he couldn’t see anything like a box of jade tangrams in the shop.

Eventually, Louis Ah Mouy locked the front door, hung the Closed sign, set a kettle on a stove in the back of the shop, and invited the visitors upstairs to a sumptuous room. Wooden chairs surrounded a circular table. It was a cosier, more personal space than the shop downstairs. It might have been a good place to spend a lunch hour, or hold small meetings, but this evening, it was stiflingly warm from the day’s heat.

Miss Kwon opened her bag. ‘Before we start, I must thank you for being so generous with your time.’ She offered him a small rectangular box, stamped with the rainbow of Cole’s Book Arcade.

Mr Ah Mouy made to push it away. ‘Oh, no – you’re too generous.’

‘Not at all.’ She nudged the gift towards him again.

‘Spend your money on yourself, Miss Kwon. It’s hard enough for an unmarried lady.’

‘I shall leave it here when I go!’

‘Oh, all right.’ Mr Ah Mouy let her push the box into his hands. He returned downstairs with it, raising his voice as he walked away. ‘Thank you. You shouldn’t have.’

‘What did you get him?’ Mr Pyke asked in a murmur.

‘A pen and a set of nibs.’

Vally couldn’t believe his ears. ‘All that fuss over a pen?’

‘It’s a nice pen,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘Anyway, it’s our custom to say no to a gift a few times. Trust me – he’s pleased.’

Their host came back with a steaming teapot, and a set of small round cups. The tea had a fresh botanical fragrance, but the last thing Vally wanted to do in that hot room was have a hot drink. He hoped it wouldn’t be rude to leave it alone.

‘Now,’ said Louis Ah Mouy, as he set down his cup. ‘What do you imagine a humble builder can do for you?’

‘We have … an unusual problem,’ Mr Pyke began.

‘Look – we won’t take up too much of your time,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘To cut a long story short, we need a jade tangram set. Who would you recommend we approach to buy, borrow, or have one made?’

Mr Ah Mouy’s eyes widened in surprise.

‘Are there any jade dealers in Melbourne?’ Miss Kwon now sounded a little desperate. ‘I know it’s an odd request …’

‘I don’t know where you could buy one, no.’ Mr Ah Mouy rose from his seat, and crossed the room to an ornate chest of drawers. ‘But as luck would have it, I do know where one might be found.’

As Mr Ah Mouy took the flat box of polished ebony wood from the drawer, Vally realised he was clenching his fists against his knees. Miss Kwon was clasping her hands to her chest. Mr Pyke raised his brows at them both, as if to say, calm down!

‘This is a marvellous old game.’ Mr Ah Mouy brought the ebony box to the low table. ‘Not everyone has the patience for it – my children certainly don’t. I would be willing to lend it to you … on one condition.’

Miss Kwon gasped. ‘Oh, Mr Ah Mouy – really?’

‘What condition?’ Vally asked.

Mr Ah Mouy’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. ‘Prove that you can solve it.’
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a paper trail

With cue chalk in hand, Pearl and Autonomous descended a broad marble staircase, entering the foyer of the Federal Coffee Palace Hotel.

Some of the statues lay scattered in pieces on the tiled floor. The ones that were still intact plodded and scurried about the foyer. A cherub jumped up on the front desk, but did not seem to find anything interesting behind it. Pearl heard frantic murmurs from behind closed doors, where the hotel staff and guests must have been hiding.

When Pearl and Autonomous reached the front steps, they found a cluster of statues on the footpath outside. The statues here had reached the limits of the spell, and turned back into decorative lumps of concrete again.

They had not seized Ivy, or Vally, or the Obscurosmith. They were all empty-handed – and empty-clawed.

Pearl felt her teeth clench with the spirit-child’s frustration. ‘Where could they have gone?’ Autonomous fumed in her head. ‘We sent the giantesses into the coffee bar! We had the griffins blocking the door!’

You know that I don’t know, Autonomous, she thought. We’re sharing a brain.

Autonomous rolled Pearl’s own eyes. ‘Why are you still sulking? I let you see your siblings, like you asked.’

And then you attacked them again. Pearl felt worse than she had after the hailstorm. Autonomous had used her against her siblings, and now Vally and Ivy were in danger from his creator, too.

‘They betrayed you, Pearl. They work for my father!’

Then he must have tricked them! Pearl thought. Or they’re trying to trick him! They would never really trust him, after what he did to my family! And now, thanks to you, we’ve got no chance of convincing them that they should believe us instead of him!

The spirit-child was quiet for a while. ‘I was trying to make the statues stop them, not hurt them. I know you don’t want me to hurt them.’

I know. Being cross with him felt pointless, and trusting his word felt foolish. She didn’t know how to make him care for her siblings more than he feared his creator. Even if he was trying to apologise, he had only implied that he wouldn’t hurt Vally or Ivy. If he didn’t promise not to harm them, Pearl must assume that he wanted the option.

‘You heard them say they were buying you back from my father. You saw them with the pool ball. It’s one of the keys to his desk.’ Flashes of his broken memory passed through Pearl’s mind: a huge black desk in a huge black library, secret drawers and cupboards in the desk, a strongbox rising out of a secret drawer, a heavy book within the strongbox. ‘In order to capture and subsume me, and rebuild himself, he must require our Vital Magic book: the one containing descriptions of all the magic that he and I have ever used to sustain our life and improve our body.’

And why can’t your father do that himself? Pearl wondered.

‘Perhaps he can’t. He was much weakened, last I saw him. He usually carries the keys … but he must have lost them somehow, if your siblings are trying to replace them.’ Autonomous walked Pearl to the bottom of the hotel’s front steps. ‘The next key is a Chinese puzzle game carved of jade,’ he told her. ‘That’s what they will search for next, and I’m sure they’ll find someplace selling fine Chinese wares in this city …’

Probably around Little Bourke Street, Pearl thought. Although that’s still a large enough area to make finding them difficult.

‘Perhaps our spies can follow them again.’ Autonomous shook the paper moths from Pearl’s dress. They swirled like spring blossoms in the breeze, and fluttered away. ‘And once we know where they are, we can go there and put a stop to my father’s machinations.’

Or you could let me talk to Vally and Ivy, and find out what’s really going on, Pearl thought. Having reached the footpath, she turned and looked up at the hotel. Unmoving giantesses loomed over her. Concrete wings and talons lay in pieces around her feet. But while we wait for the moths to come back, we’d better pick up this mess. It’s not fair to leave the hotel like this.

Autonomous let Pearl’s shoulders sag. ‘Must we?’

You promised to help me put this city back together, Autonomous.

‘Yes – after we deal with my father.’ He looked around at all the concrete statues where they weren’t supposed to be. He rolled the cue chalk in her fingers. ‘But all right. Leave it to me.’
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Pearl’s face was wet. Water was running down her cheeks and dripping from her chin, as if she had washed hastily. That was strange, because her hands were dry. And she was outside, in the dusty street.

She blinked. A few moments ago, she had been standing outside the hotel. Autonomous had been busy writing with the chalk, making chunks of stone click back into the marble banisters. He had made the statues put themselves back together, and pick up the pieces of rubble around the foyer. Satisfied that she had persuaded him to do the right thing, Pearl had let her thoughts wander, like daydreaming at school …

Now she was standing in the sun, on the footpath of … King Street? She wasn’t sure. She had walked here without paying attention, as if she had dozed off while still standing.

Autonomous? she thought. Why aren’t we in the hotel, making sure everything is mended properly?

‘I got bored.’ He twirled her around to let her see the Federal Coffee Palace Hotel, already several doors down from where they stood now. A gargoyle clung halfway up the building, fitting chunks of concrete back into place. ‘The statues will finish the job for us.’

Pearl wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. And why is my face wet?

‘You were thirsty again. It was very distracting. But I took care of it this time!’

She glanced around for a drinking fountain, and saw none. Nor could she see any hand-cranked water pumps, of the kind shared by households without their own indoor plumbing. In fact, the only nearby water was in a long, wooden horse trough on the footpath. The bottom of it was thick with slime. A raven flew down to sip from it.

Pearl’s stomach turned. She hoped it was just disgust, and not the beginnings of something worse. Autonomous … did I just drink from there?

‘No need to thank me,’ he replied. ‘I’m getting used to taking care of a body like yours! There’s something quite enjoyable about the challenge!’

Pearl’s mouth tasted like she’d fallen in a pond. She tried to spit the taste away. You made me drink horse water! With horse germs in it, and – and raven germs! I could get sick!

‘Stop that spitting. You’ll be fine.’ Autonomous stood her up straight.

Easy for you to say! Pearl stumbled as Autonomous continued marching her along King Street. The last body you were in didn’t need to drink water at all!

He turned her abruptly, heading for Little Bourke Street. Someone on a bicycle swerved to avoid her, shouting in surprise. Pearl flinched, but Autonomous made her keep walking.

Speaking of taking care of my body, she thought, can’t you please be a bit more cautious with it? No more climbing on rooftops, look for traffic before we cross the street, and don’t drink horse trough water!

‘I’ll do it, if only to stop you going on about it,’ Autonomous replied. And he turned her through an aerial side somersault, to show her he was still in charge.

The Chinese neighbourhood didn’t extend this far down Little Bourke Street, but a mile walking in a straight line would take them there eventually. Autonomous lifted Pearl’s free hand to catch a paper moth as it fluttered down to meet them.

heart of gold good as gold

Autonomous grunted in disappointment. ‘I think this one might be malfunctioning.’

But as he and Pearl drew closer to the eastern end of Little Bourke Street, more moths arrived, bringing more fragments of information.

church beside house beside grocer

silk jacket and bowler hat

scent of sawdust scent of incense

These three moths were not especially helpful, either. The words they carried didn’t even describe things that belonged solely to Chinatown. They certainly didn’t point to a specific location.

The next group of moths came back slightly limp, as if they had been splashed with water, or perhaps flown through some steam.

cleaver chopping restaurant kitchen

soup stock simmers

And one of them was printed in a language with intricate characters, much more complex than the ones Autonomous used to articulate his magic.

He crushed the moths in impatience and threw them to the ground. ‘That doesn’t narrow it down!’

No, Pearl agreed. Any restaurant kitchen might have meat cleavers and broth. I think these moths work better when we send them into a room.

More papery scraps swirled towards her. Autonomous thrust out Pearl’s hand, as if demanding they place something useful in her palm.

louis and company

sells jade souvenirs or otherwise

do you think wraith

leaving calling cards

They didn’t make complete sense – but they gave better clues than the ones that had come before them. This time, the smile that crossed Pearl’s face belonged to both her and Autonomous.

‘Well, well.’ He stroked the helpful moths with her fingertip. ‘We seem to be on the right track after all.’
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bluestone and jade

Louis Ah Mouy opened the ebony box. The seven polygons of smooth green stone lay on black velvet. He placed each one on the table. Beneath them was a deck of cards, with black wood-block silhouettes printed on them. He thumbed through them and chose three. The first two looked like a ship and a house. Vally couldn’t tell what the last one was.
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‘Forty-four years ago, a young Chinese tradesman sailed out of Singapore to build houses in the great southern land.’ Louis Ah Mouy pointed to the card on the left. ‘This is the ship that brought him here. This is the first house he was hired to build. And when gold was discovered in Victoria soon after, he rushed to the diggings, and this is how he felt when he found his fortune.’

Now Vally saw that the last figure was a person with a cone-shaped sunhat, jumping for joy.

Their host clasped his hands on the table. ‘The pieces must not overlap, and all must be used. Who would like to go first?’

Miss Kwon raised her hand. ‘Could I try the ship?’ Without hesitation, she placed the large and medium triangles as the sails. She shifted and rotated the other shapes, frowning in concentration.

Mr Pyke leaned over the pieces. ‘Am I allowed to help her?’

‘You may,’ Mr Ah Mouy replied.

But Miss Kwon waved her friend’s hands away. A few minutes later, she had done it.
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‘Perfect,’ Mr Ah Mouy said.

‘I’d like to try the jumping man,’ Vally said, because the house looked too difficult.

It took him several minutes of shifting around the smooth cool pieces of polished stone. The two large triangles formed the body. The two small ones were the feet. The medium-sized one was the hat, on the square head. When Vally placed the tricky rhombus as a leg, the jumping man was complete.
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That left the house puzzle to Mr Pyke. It seemed obvious that a large triangle was part of the roof. It was not so clear where the other pieces should go.

The stuffy room seemed to be growing warmer, although Vally didn’t want to seem rude by mentioning it. His shirt was sticking to him again. It must have been his own sense of restlessness making the heat harder to bear, because it didn’t seem possible for the weather to be heating up at six o’clock in the evening.

‘Your problem intrigues me,’ Mr Ah Mouy said. ‘Even if it is a long story.’

‘There’s some powerful magic afoot in the city today.’ Mr Pyke moved the jade pieces around the tabletop. ‘Hailstorms appearing out of nowhere. Statues coming to life. I don’t suppose you’ve seen anything of that sort, have you, sir?’

‘I wasn’t aware that anyone could use magic on such a grand scale.’ Mr Ah Mouy glanced at some ornamental figurines on a shelf. ‘I hope my statues don’t come to life.’

‘What’s this white square for the window in the house?’ Mr Pyke asked. ‘Have I missed a piece?’

‘That’s a hole,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘Negative space.’

‘Are we allowed to leave spaces?’

‘Certainly,’ Louis Ah Mouy replied. ‘Sometimes, making the space between the shapes is the hardest part. And sometimes, it’s the key to solving the puzzle.’

It took a few more minutes of experimentation before the jade house, with its square window in the middle, was complete.


[image: ]


‘I should have known that friends of Mr Cole would be such skilful puzzlers! My children love his books.’ Mr Ah Mouy shuffled through his puzzle cards again. ‘If you don’t mind my asking, why is it that you three must deal with this outbreak of powerful magic? Is the Book Arcade the source of it somehow? And why does it require you to find a jade tangram set?’

They were fair questions. Vally didn’t have a clue how to answer in any way that sounded plausible. Their entire situation was absurd. He looked to the adults, in the hope that they might know what to say.

Then the commotion started.

In a large city, one shout in the street outside was no cause for alarm. People hollered warnings, or picked fights, or called out to acquaintances. But several distressed cries were unusual.

Mr Pyke went to the window. ‘Ah,’ he said, trying much too hard to sound calm. ‘Now I see what you meant, Vally.’

Vally rose from his chair. ‘What did I mean?’

‘Well, I’ve never seen lava before,’ Mr Pyke said, ‘but I would guess it looks a little bit like that.’

Everybody else hurried to the window.

Lava flowed like thick melted cheese down Little Bourke Street, glowing red under a black crust. A horse bolted, whinnying in fright or in pain as it fled. People ran from the liquefying cobblestones into houses, or climbed up onto carts in the street.

‘How can this be?’ murmured Mr Ah Mouy. ‘Even with magic, melting the street shouldn’t be possible!’

‘It’s possible for one man,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘Ghost. Thing? Whatever he is.’

Vally saw a few bits of litter burst into flames in the gutter. Among the panicking pedestrians, he spotted one rather small figure staring ferociously up at the shop. Pearl – or rather, the Wraith wearing Pearl – had found them.

‘It followed us again!’ Vally turned away from the window. ‘How did we not notice it following us?’

‘Blimey, she must be roasting.’ Mr Pyke was still watching Pearl. ‘Poor kid’s going to get heatstroke.’

Mr Ah Mouy looked as if he wanted to ask a dozen questions, but the first one was, ‘Is all the bluestone in the city likely to melt?’

‘The Wraith can’t melt the whole city,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘It can’t imagine every piece of a particular stone in Melbourne at the same time.’ But she didn’t sound sure of that.

‘We don’t know, sir,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘What would happen if it did?’

Mr Ah Mouy tugged nervously at his beard. ‘Speaking as a former builder … there is much more bluestone in this city than most people notice, and far more than you can see. The foundations of this building, for instance.’

Vally looked at the polished floorboards beneath his feet. ‘It’ll set the place on fire! Hot enough to melt stone is hot enough to burn wood!’

‘So the Wraith is trying to either smoke us out or cook us alive,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Time to get out of here, I reckon!’

‘Wait.’ Mr Ah Mouy darted to the round table, placed the seven jade tiles back in their box, and closed the lid. ‘Kezia Kwon, I don’t believe I ever met your parents, but if I had known of your family before they died, you and your sister would have been welcomed into this community with open arms. I would have seen to your future.’ He held out the box. ‘Keep it.’

Her jaw dropped. ‘Mr Ah Mouy, it’s too precious … I couldn’t possibly …’

‘I insist. Look at all the precious things I have. And I have far more at home.’ He pushed the ebony box into her hands. ‘I hope my old game can help you.’

‘I mean it, Mr Ah Mouy.’ The way Miss Kwon spoke now was earnest, not the exaggerated quibbling of when she’d given him the pen. ‘Wait until your children are older … or pass it down to your grandchildren …’

‘I am passing it down to you, girl! And enough of Mr Ah Mouy. Call me Uncle.’

After a long moment, Miss Kwon placed it in her sewing bag. ‘Thank you, Uncle.’

‘That’s better.’ He went to the staircase. ‘Hurry downstairs – I’ll let you out.’

They were halfway down the staircase when the popping noises began.

Louis Ah Mouy sharply drew a breath. ‘The firecrackers!’ At an impressive speed for a man of his age, he barrelled down the stairs. Vally could smell it, too: the distinct tang of gunpowder smoke, and a hint of rotten eggs – or, more probably, sulphur.

The woodwork near the bluestone blocks under the window and the front door was giving off ominous ribbons of smoke. So were the crates and boxes of fireworks nearby. Louis Ah Mouy dashed here and there, picking them up and setting them on anything that would keep them off the floor, away from the hot stone.

Vally and his guardians rushed to help him. Some crates were already hot to the touch as Vally moved them. A few gave out muffled cracks. But with four pairs of hands to move them, it wasn’t long before most of the fireworks were well away from the building’s stone foundations.

‘You young people made short work of that!’ Louis Ah Mouy slid one more box of fireworks onto a shelf. ‘Quickly – the last one!’

Crack. The remaining box was smoking. It gave a small jolt. Crack, crack. The noise was like the first kernels of popcorn bursting in a pan on the stovetop.

Mr Pyke was rushing to grab the box. A gunshot sound from inside it made him pause.

Another loud crack, and the lid was knocked askew. It fell to the floor, letting a flammable rush of oxygen into the box. The sparks from the fireworks already alight set fire to the packaging and fuses of the others.

And the fireworks exploded.

They exploded with whistles and cracks. They exploded in green and yellow and pink and orange and blue. They exploded in blinding sparks and streams and uncontrollable whirling wheels of fire. Blue-and-white vases shattered. A silk lantern on the ceiling lit up bright red as a rocket punctured it and exploded inside. Colourful folding fans fell off a shelf, one after another.

Louis Ah Mouy ducked behind the counter. Mr Pyke took cover behind a wooden folding screen, and Miss Kwon took cover behind Mr Pyke. Vally flung himself behind a shelf. One of the spinning fireworks whizzed across the floor after him. His feet did an involuntary jig of panic as it zoomed in spirals around his shoes.

As the cacophony died down, Louis Ah Mouy darted into the back room, unlocked the back door, and threw it open. ‘This way! The laneway leads out to Lonsdale Street!’

The group hurried through the shop and down the back steps.

‘But the fireworks—’ Miss Kwon began.

‘If I can save the shop, I will! If not, I’ll escape!’ Louis Ah Mouy flinched as porcelain shattered behind him. ‘Go! Defeat this ghost of yours! And please lead it away from here, while you’re at it!’

Leaving the door open, he ran back inside.

‘Thank you!’ Vally called after him – and then his shoes touched the cobbles. ‘Ow!’ It felt like standing on a hot stove.

He spotted some flat wooden offcuts leaning against the back wall of a nearby furniture factory. Vally tiptoed across the scorching cobbles, threw a plank on the ground, and stood on it. He tossed a few more around.

‘Good idea, Val!’ Mr Pyke jumped onto one, and held Miss Kwon’s hand while she pulled her heels free. ‘Pass me some more, and we’ll see if we can’t disrupt this spell!’

Vally grabbed as many pieces of scrap wood as he could hold, and teetered along the planks towards the adults.

Mr Pyke went first, ordering some small pieces into ‘a hexagram, expeditiously!’ Miss Kwon threw down a large loop of knotted cord over the hexagram.

Vally couldn’t help noticing that they landed slightly crooked. The nearby cobblestones began to sizzle and spit, like bacon fat in a pan.

He raised his arms to protect his face.

Droplets of lava, as bright as embers, spattered everywhere. The adults yelled in what Vally hoped was alarm, and not pain. At the edges of Mr Pyke’s hexagram, collapsing magic made the sparks continue to fly. In the centre, the cobblestones were darkening, making a three-foot-wide spot of cool grey-blue in an oozing river of lava.

‘That’s it?’ Vally cried incredulously. ‘That’s our best weapon?’

‘It’s not easy to control imagination in this heat,’ Miss Kwon admitted. Any distraction could muddle a magician’s intentions with other thoughts.

‘And magic is always more unstable when it breaks down!’ Mr Pyke wiped the rivulets of sweat from his brow and grabbed one of the longer planks. ‘If we don’t get out of here now, we might lose the chance!’

‘Oh, but …’ Miss Kwon looked at the buildings around them, then seemed to think better of it. ‘No – you’re right.’

The three of them moved four planks in a relay, making a walkway towards the safety of Lonsdale Street. Each time they moved forward, Miss Kwon picked up the last one and passed it to Vally, who passed it to Mr Pyke, who tossed it in front of them. It was slow compared to running, but it was better than burning their feet.

The planks were soon scorched at the edges. The heat from the cobbles beneath was as fierce as that of a bonfire. Vally felt it on his unprotected face even more than his feet. ‘I still don’t understand how the Wraith followed us without being seen!’

Hitching up her skirts, Miss Kwon hopped to the next plank. ‘It’s half of the Obscurosmith. It must know some magic that hides your sister from us.’ She tried to lift the last plank, but stepping on it had pressed it into the molten ground, and the lava was beginning to consume it. Miss Kwon squeezed onto Vally’s plank instead.

‘You know, I can’t help thinking of those fops from the olden days, who wore those big white wigs and rode around in chairs on their servants’ shoulders.’ Mr Pyke wiped his face again. ‘We’re out here, dodging statues and fireworks, and – ow – burning our feet while Mr Maximillian lounges around on his—’

‘If you want help,’ came a muffled voice from Miss Kwon’s handbag, ‘you ought to ask for it.’

Everyone glanced up from their lightly grilled feet at the handbag.

‘He’s been listening the whole time, hasn’t he?’ Vally said, right before the plank under his feet caught fire.

Everyone shuffled forward. With only two planks left, the relay was trickier: they all had to cram onto a single plank while passing up the one behind them.

‘If we keep on like this, one of us will fa-all!’ Miss Kwon almost fell as she said it, her voice wobbling as she lost and regained her balance. ‘Enough of this! You two get into the hat. I’ll take us to safety.’ She opened her bag.

Through the heat shimmer, Vally could see the firm bare earth of Lonsdale Street, less than ten yards away – tantalisingly close, but too far to leap, and too far to walk without risking terrible burns. ‘She’s right. One person with two planks would be quicker.’

Mr Pyke held Vally’s arm. ‘Don’t go in by yourself. We should stay together.’

‘We’re running out of room!’ Miss Kwon shook the bag. ‘Get in!’

‘This is te-te-tedious,’ said the voice from the bag.

Even returning to the Obscurosmith’s library was better than roasting alive. Vally grabbed the hat from Miss Kwon’s handbag, and pulled it onto his head.

This time – a moment before he collided with the back of it – a framed painting swung aside. He staggered out of the doorway that must have been hidden behind it, and found his footing in Mr Maximillian’s library. He looked back the way he’d come, and saw the sky outside as if through a round window.

Then something red and noisy filled the view. Mr Pyke, with a shout of surprise, fell out of the doorway behind the painting and landed flat on his back. ‘She pushed me in!’ He sat up and straightened his glasses. ‘What is she thinking?’

Miss Kwon’s face appeared in the circular opening. ‘I really am dreadfully sorry about this!’ A flat black thing slid out from behind the painting – the ebony box from Louis Ah Mouy.

‘You’re sorry?’ Mr Pyke approached the painting as if he meant to walk right back out of it. ‘Kezia, what—?’

He had to brace himself against the sides of the doorway as the view through the round window tilted. Vally glimpsed a sudden swirling blur of molten ground.

The library shook a little, like a train carriage on a smooth journey.

‘She threw us!’ Vally realised aloud. The hat was spinning through the air, flying the last few feet over the lava to safety.

And Miss Kwon was staying behind.

The view jolted, whirled, and came to a stop. The hat was facing the way they had come, and Vally could see Miss Kwon standing on the last plank. Behind her, the second-last plank was in flames. ‘You go on without me!’ she called out. ‘Look after the Cole children! I’ll keep trying to break the lava spell!’

‘Kezia!’ Mr Pyke roared. ‘You said you would take us to safety! It’s too dangerous to stay behind!’

‘I know, but I have to try!’ She pulled strings and spools out of her bag. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t leave my neighbourhood to burn! Especially not for your sake, Magnus Maximillian!’

Before Mr Pyke could climb out of the doorway behind the painting, it slammed shut.

‘She’s made her choice.’ Mr Maximillian stood at the opposite edge of the frame, examining his gloves. The silver crack in his face was branching across his forehead.

‘She needs help!’ Vally protested.

The Obscurosmith raised his eyes. ‘So do I.’

Mr Pyke pulled on the painting’s frame. ‘Let us out!’

It refused to move. The figures in the painting – a bird-headed woman holding a woman-headed bird – seemed to glare down at him in disdain.

‘Oh, let us in, Mr Maximillian, let us out, Mr Maximillian,’ the magician sighed. ‘Have you no pity for a dying old man?’ He pointed to the desk. ‘My book, if you please.’
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kezia kwon’s revenge

Pearl wondered if she had fallen asleep in the bath. The voices somewhere nearby sounded dampened, as if her head was submerged. Her skin was drenched, and terribly hot.

Was she at home in the bathtub? Had Autonomous Wraith only been a wild dream, a figment of her overheated imagination?

The last thing she was conscious of doing was looking up at a shop in Chinatown: LOUIS AH MOUY & CO. She had been discussing with Autonomous how to make Vally and the adults come outside and talk to her. They might go outside if it’s unpleasant to stay indoors, she had thought. Like when a room smells bad, or gets too hot.

And then … had she stopped thinking?

She was thinking now. Or dreaming, at least, in the shallows of sleep, where it was possible to be conscious enough to know she wasn’t awake yet.

‘Pearl, are you watching?’

She felt herself being hauled back up to the surface of her mind. She was not lying in the bath. She was standing, fully clothed. A warm breeze fanned her hair. Her eyes were open, looking without seeing until this moment. And she heard the voice of Autonomous Wraith inside her head again.

‘This ought to be hot enough for them, don’t you think?’

She was still on Little Bourke Street, in front of the shop. People were yelling and fleeing around her. Her cheeks were roasting, as if she were standing before an oven. And all around her, the dark cobblestones had turned into what looked like viscous liquid fire. Only the ones under her feet remained solid. A few paper moths incinerated around her.

‘First, the heat will drive them out.’ Autonomous flipped a piece of pool cue chalk in Pearl’s hand. ‘And then, we can force them to break their agreement with my father.’

Don’t make them stand on the melting stones, Pearl thought. That will hurt.

Footfalls and mysterious thumps came from behind the front door of LOUIS AH MOUY & CO. Then something gave out a terrific bang. Bright flashes lit the windows.

‘Gunshots!’ said Autonomous. ‘How dare they?’

They wouldn’t shoot us, Autonomous. Light flickered inside, and Pearl heard noises like cracking stockwhips and whistling kettles. She realised she had been staring at the sign without reading it properly: TEA – FIREWORKS – CHINESE GOODS.

Things crashed and thumped and tinkled behind the door. It didn’t sound like something that should happen indoors. A few uneasy moments passed. Then Pearl caught the sound of shouting from the back of the shop.

Autonomous growled with frustration. ‘Of course! They’re trying to distract us with the fireworks, while plotting their escape from the back!’ He began to force Pearl to walk.

The melting cobbles were so hot that she recoiled as soon as her toe touched one. Ow! Autonomous, don’t make ME stand on the lava, either!

‘I’ll heal your feet if I must!’ He tried to push her forwards. ‘Gee up!’

Pearl held back with all her strength. The struggle made her feet shuffle back and forth. You will not patch my body together with magic, Autonomous Wraith. She folded her arms so that he couldn’t make her walk on her hands, either. Not even a tiny burn. Not even a hangnail.

‘I’ve done it more times than I can count!’

Yes, she thought. And look what happened to you. Make a path for me instead.

Autonomous looked from Pearl’s feet to the oozing lava all around. ‘I can’t! The stone is too fluid to articulate on! What if I made your feet extremely cold, so that they won’t burn?’

Pearl’s ankle boots didn’t look thick enough to protect her. She didn’t fancy the lava burning through those to her feet, making them burn and freeze at the same time. Can you do it to my shoes, instead?

‘That’s easier!’ He guided her hands down to write precise white symbols on the brown leather – first the right foot, then the left. They looked like odd geometric decorations around the toes of Pearl’s boots.

The spell set in with a crackle of frost. Pearl’s feet prickled with cold as her sweat-drenched socks froze against her skin.

‘There!’ Autonomous tossed the chalk and caught it in Pearl’s fist. ‘Now, go!’

And when she leapt forward, her feet didn’t burn. Instead, wherever she landed, the cobbles cooled and darkened, creating a trail of bluish-grey footprints through the bulging, bubbling red. The warmth underfoot was not painful, but a bit too hot to be pleasant.

By the time Pearl reached the lane behind the shop, the only person there was the woman in the turquoise gown.

Miss Kwon, as Ivy had called her, stood in a patch of cooling black stone, surrounded by red. Her skirts swirled around her. And with her quick dexterous fingers, she was performing the most striking display of magical articulation Pearl had ever seen. She twisted threads together, wove them between her fingers, then flung the knotted loops she had made to the ground.

Then she turned. She saw Pearl. And instead of gasping in shock, Miss Kwon smiled. ‘Good evening, Mr Wraith!’

Puzzled, Pearl and Autonomous spoke in tandem. ‘Good evening …?’

‘You are the Wraith, aren’t you?’ Around Miss Kwon, the lava sparked and zapped and bubbled, volatile with decaying magic. ‘The rogue half-spirit of a man who goes by Magnus Maximillian?’ She didn’t ask as if she was merely curious. She sounded certain, as if she was only asking to confirm what she already knew.

Autonomous did not answer her.

Autonomous, Pearl thought, have you met this woman?

Miss Kwon tilted her head expectantly, and Pearl saw smooth skin where one of her ears should have been.

‘Father and I know her, I think,’ said Autonomous in Pearl’s head. ‘But I’m sure she was never pleased to see us before.’

‘Speak up, Mr Wraith,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘If I’m wrong, tell me so. Or better still, prove it. Tell me a lie. Like …’ Miss Kwon twirled her hand, encouraging Pearl to speak. ‘The moon is green!’

‘What?’ Pearl asked, and Autonomous followed it with, ‘No, it isn’t.’

‘Humour me,’ Miss Kwon said. ‘The moon is green. I’ll give you a whole gold sovereign if you say it!’

‘The moon …’ Pearl began. ‘The moon is …’

Autonomous wouldn’t let her finish. ‘Why would I say the moon is green?’

‘Aha! You refused to answer, you denied it, and you feigned ignorance – but you can’t tell the simplest lie!’ Miss Kwon was busy threading strings around her fingers like she was playing a game of cat’s cradle. ‘Well, Wraith, now that I’m sure of what you are …’ She raised her string web to look through the diamond in the centre. ‘I’m going to tear you apart.’

She moved so deftly that Pearl could only understand glimpses of what she was doing. Beads and spools and pins jumped to attention in her hands. A sort of doily strung with tin sequins pinwheeled through the air. Knots and needles glanced off Pearl’s arms and torso.

To her, they were annoying, like being pelted with sand.

To Autonomous, they burned like flecks of hot oil from a frying pan.

He winced, crying out in Pearl’s voice. ‘Stop it!’ He raised Pearl’s arm to fend off the rain of haberdashery. ‘You’re throwing needles at a child!’

‘You don’t fool me, Wraith. You’re not a child – you’re only hiding behind her face.’ Miss Kwon’s hands had begun a frantic repetitive process with a crochet hook and a bit of blue wool. ‘Don’t imagine that you’re something new to me! Every day, I meet poisonous souls who look just like anyone else! The woman-haters! The Chinese-haters! The ones who tell me to dress down, to be meek and modest, to hide my lost ear, to know my place! I’m always – ready – for the likes – of you!’ She tied off her creation with three large beads, and catapulted it from the crochet hook.

Autonomous made Pearl dodge to the side; steam rose from her freezing boots with every step. Where the spell-strings landed on the volcanic cobblestones, they spluttered and sparked, and the red glow faded.

‘You’re an amazing magician,’ Pearl said aloud, before Autonomous could stop her.

‘Don’t compliment her!’ Autonomous made Pearl retreat towards Little Bourke Street. ‘She’s attacking us!’

She’s attacking you, Pearl pointed out.

Autonomous ignored her. He was concentrating on casting an answering spell – symbols for heat and up and close in – but he let Pearl’s hand stray too close to the lava. She flinched and dropped the chalk.

Would losing this fight be such a bad thing? Autonomous had promised to help her put Melbourne to rights, but so far he had wrought more havoc than he’d mended. And for all Pearl knew, that was his idea of putting a place to rights. Maybe to him, a perfect city was one full of chaos and discord, under his control.

If Miss Kwon could drive him out, Pearl would get to be herself again. She would get to go home, and read a book. Her siblings would help her figure out how to make everything all right. She wouldn’t have to scale walls, or walk on lava with icy feet. Her body would be her own, instead of making her feel like a puppet. She could drink Pa’s special home-made lemonade, instead of slimy trough water …

‘Pearl!’ Autonomous screamed in her mind. ‘Let me steer!’

This time, he seemed to crash into Pearl like an ocean wave breaking, dragging her into the back of her mind.

The clanging of bells filtered in from outside her.

‘That’ll be the fire brigade,’ Miss Kwon panted. She pulled a couple of knitting needles from her bag, wrapped up in something large and tinkling. ‘You really shouldn’t have meddled in my part of town.’ She unrolled the creation on her knitting needles – a spiralling net strung with beads, like a spider’s web dripping with morning dew. It must have taken hours of careful articulation. ‘I’ve been saving this up for you for a very long time. Or for one of you, anyway.’

Autonomous stamped Pearl’s freezing shoe beside the fallen cue chalk. The lava cooled back to bluestone. He grabbed the chalk off the ground. It was still hot enough to hurt her fingers, but she couldn’t make him let go. At the end of the laneway, a fire hydrant was beginning to glow yellow with the heat of the stone around it. Autonomous made Pearl run to it, and scrawled chalk symbols up the side of the hydrant.

It burst off its base and erupted with white spray.

Water shot straight up in the air. It splashed messily onto the lava cobblestones. The first spray evaporated in an instant, but so much more gushed out that soon, the melting street was a river of boiling bubbling water over rapidly cooling stone.

And with the rush of water came thick white clouds of steam.

‘No!’ Miss Kwon became a silhouette in the blinding fog, then vanished altogether. ‘Bring that girl back here, you coward!’

Pearl’s shoes splashed in the steaming puddles, and left a crust of ice on each one.

She lost a few moments then. Autonomous was making her run, but he wouldn’t let her see where she was going. She heard her own footsteps as if through a wall.

When her senses returned, she was in some sort of workshop. It must have closed for the night, because her heavy breathing was the only sound. The air smelled of sawdust and furniture polish. Her clothes were soaked. Her cheeks stung as if sunburnt. The chalk symbols on her shoes had been smeared away, but her feet were still cold. She felt as if she would never be comfortable again.

And Autonomous Wraith was still inside her head.

‘Pearl!’ he demanded. ‘What on earth was that about?’

A few paper moths settled on her dress, the edges of their wings slightly scorched. Her head was reeling too much to read them.

‘You were thinking of giving up!’ Autonomous insisted. ‘You wanted to let her win!’

She took a few deep breaths. She didn’t know how to explain her feelings in a way that wouldn’t make him surge over her and swamp her spirit.

‘I suppose you might have been hurt if she’d had the chance to beat us,’ he said. ‘Giving up would have meant less danger that you would burn yourself. You don’t heal like Father and I used to. I see what you meant, about being more careful.’ Autonomous used Pearl’s own hand to pat her shoulder. ‘There, there.’ He used her eyes to look around the workshop, taking in the planks and posts, the saws and hammers, and all the other tools and materials for building useful things. ‘I have an idea.’

She had to tolerate him hauling her upright. Autonomous, please don’t tell me you’re going to fight my siblings with carpentry tools …

‘Nonsense.’ He walked her through the workshop, running her fingers along different objects. ‘I’d simply like to give you a few improvements. And don’t worry – I won’t do any of the spells that keep Father alive. I can put protections around you instead, like I did with your shoes.’

I don’t want protections around me, Autonomous. I want to be out of danger, so that I won’t need any protection.

‘But your brother and sister and the others are replacing Father’s secret keys!’ Images of strange artefacts flickered through Pearl’s head as Autonomous remembered them: the black pool ball, a set of green triangles, a small flat metal thing. They’re going to give him our Vital Magic book. He’ll find out the way to take me apart, or engulf me inside him, and I won’t be me anymore!’

Like the way I’m not me anymore, Pearl thought.

‘That’s not the same!’ Autonomous retorted. ‘I don’t want to stifle you like that! You’re the only one who’s helping me.’

Pearl spotted a vicious-looking saw on one of the work benches, but she tried not to look at it for long, in case it gave Autonomous any nasty ideas. Isn’t there another way you could stop Vally and the others from getting the keys for your father’s desk?

‘I don’t know!’ He sounded frightened, as well as angry. ‘I don’t even know how they found the first two! It shouldn’t be this easy to find them, in this part of the world!’ He stamped Pearl’s foot. The sound was dampened.

She could feel herself being swept down again. She imagined swimming against the current, fighting it, so she could stay aware and in control. I think I understand what you mean, Autonomous, she thought. You remember the objects that unlock your father’s desk, don’t you? And they’re all unusual, particular things, aren’t they?

It seemed to calm him; the force of his will against hers lessened. Pearl rose back to the surface of her own mind. Her senses felt brighter and clearer – the soft sawdust underfoot, the smell of fragrant oil in the wooden furniture.

‘Father and I have always liked things that are unusual and particular,’ Autonomous said with pride.

So, Pearl thought, we might be able to narrow down the places where Vally and Ivy and the others would look for these keys. And get there before them. And prevent them from getting the keys at all. And then, she hoped, Autonomous might stop fighting so hard for control. If he felt sure he had delayed the danger of being found and destroyed, he might be willing to release her.

‘Prevent them from getting the keys,’ Autonomous mused. ‘Yes – that would be better than finding the keys ourselves. Father could take them from us if we did that. The keys should remain scattered and unreachable.’

It was a relief to be thinking together again, instead of struggling for control. What will Vally and Ivy look for next, Autonomous? Where might they go?

‘They’ll follow the riddles. I think the next one begins with the guardian of the hidden door.’ Autonomous picked up a wooden board, and held it in front of Pearl like a shield. ‘But like I said, Pearl, you need a few enhancements first.’
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One of Pa’s books for children had a section on clothing, filled with pictures of costumes from around the world and throughout history. A page of useful clothing, such as ladies’ Rational Dress pants, opposed a page of silly and outlandish clothing, like the ludicrous wigs and enormously wide skirts from a hundred years before.

The suit of armour Pearl wore was certainly useful. Autonomous was determined to protect her: his newest creation could withstand any lava, flying bits of concrete, or garden-stake-wielding brothers that might cross her path. But Pearl glimpsed her reflection in the mirror of a dressing table as she clacked out of the furniture workshop. The shell Autonomous had built around her might have been practical, but it also looked ridiculous.

He had made do with whatever he could find in the furniture workshop. Pearl was safely wrapped in a collection of wooden slats, bits of metal, oil-soaked rags, and carpenters’ chopped-up leather aprons – all of it held together by magic. A boxy helmet surrounded her head and neck, leaving only the top part of her face exposed. The pieces covering her arms and torso rattled against one another as she moved. Her feet were encased in what looked like large boots, with soles that must have been three inches thick. A peculiar cloak, made of overlapping wooden slats like fish scales, hung heavily against her back. Now there really was a wall between her and the world, making everything feel and sound even further away.

As Pearl and Autonomous lurched onto Little Bourke Street in the evening sunlight, people noticed. The commotion of the fire brigade gave her no cover at all. Her armour was noisy and conspicuous. A group of children stopped pretending to be horses, and stared at her as she passed.

‘What’s the matter?’ Autonomous demanded in Pearl’s voice. ‘Never heard of fashion?’ He tried to swish her protective cape as she walked away. It clattered heavily.

You don’t have much trouble with your restriction against lying, do you? Pearl asked Autonomous.

‘It’s easy with a bit of practice,’ Autonomous replied.

Unless someone already knows you can’t lie, Pearl thought, remembering how Miss Kwon had tested him. What happens if you do, Autonomous? If she had made us say the moon was green – could you say it? Or would something happen to you?

‘Couldn’t you tell? I can’t do it at all. If something that Father and I say isn’t true, we must find a way to make it true. But our words are easier to change than the moon – so we imply, we hint, we say the right thing in the wrong tone, and we hide the truth of what we’re really doing.’ Autonomous shrugged, making the armoured cloak rattle around Pearl’s shoulders. ‘Every career magician knows the art of misdirection. You’d be surprised how rarely people notice how it’s done.’
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hidden spaces

Mr Pyke threw open a tiny round door in the library walls. He had been banging things open and shut for a few minutes in search of an exit, but behind the round door, Vally could only see a transparent tube full of swirling green liquid.

‘What is that?’ Mr Pyke muttered aloud.

Mr Maximillian was lounging on his daybed again with his hand on his forehead. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

Mr Pyke sighed heavily, and shut the cabinet. Vally glimpsed the liquid turning red before it closed.

‘Why don’t you give me a hand over here, Mr Pyke?’ He had made a start on the arrow tangram puzzle in the desk. Already, he had found positions for the two biggest triangles, though it wasn’t a perfect fit.
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With a glare in Mr Maximillian’s direction, Mr Pyke joined Vally at the desk. ‘Your Pa must have trained you pretty well in solving puzzles.’ He watched Vally try out the medium-sized triangle and the rhombus in a few different spots. The slanting piece was the most awkward shape, and the only one that looked different when it was flipped over. ‘Trained me, too, you know.’ He accepted the two pieces from Vally and began assembling the square end of the large arrow, then slid the large triangles down to match up with it.
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‘I wonder if this is right,’ Mr Pyke said, now turning the square piece of jade in his fingers. ‘Mr Ah Mouy’s puzzle pieces fit the lower part of this shape, so Mr Maximillian’s destroyed set must have been a similar size. But we still have this gap in the top part.’

Vally saw where the square ought to go. He pointed out the spot to Mr Pyke. ‘I think we’re on the right track.’
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Together, they placed the two smallest triangles, and the arrow was whole and green, helpfully pointing the way.


[image: ]



It looked solved. It made sense.

But when Mr Pyke pulled on the same drawer that Ivy had, the room again filled with the horrendous shrilling of the alarm.

Everyone screamed.

So did the wooden bird at the top of the desk. ‘Your security may be at—’

With a violent thrust of Mr Maximillian’s cane, the bird crunched into oblivion.

‘I don’t understand what we did wrong, Mr Pyke!’ Vally shouted, as the piercing alarm continued. ‘What did the riddle say, again?’

Mr Pyke patted his pockets, but it seemed the scroll had been left with Miss Kwon. He clamped his hands to his ears again, and closed his eyes, too, shutting out the library and its noise to improve his focus. ‘These shards cut from the Stone of Heaven … can make ten thousand shapes from seven … something about a thief breaking through …’

The last part came back to Vally with a jolt. ‘Within the false way hides the true!>’

They must have found the false way – a trick lock that would slow down a burglar, as well as alert its owner with the alarm. The puzzle must have another solution they had missed. Vally remembered the window in the house tangram. The space between the shapes might provide the answer here as well.

Gritting his teeth against the noise, he pulled out the five smallest jade tiles, and pushed the two large triangles to each side of the indent in the desk.
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Vally placed the medium triangle and the rhombus where Mr Pyke had put them before.
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Vally could see where the small triangles should fit now. That left him with the last piece, the small square – but he could see a place where that might fit, too …

When he was done, the shapes no longer formed one arrow. They made two.
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The jade pieces formed a wide arrow pointing to the drawer at the back of the desk – which Ivy and Mr Pyke had both tried to open. But the negative space between the jade pieces formed a second arrow, pointing to the front of the desk.

Vally crouched to look at the front of the desk, just above where a chair might normally fit. Instead of a large, obvious decorative knob, like the wrong one Ivy had pulled, the drawer he was looking at now had a knob that was small, subtle and rather plain.

Vally pulled it.

The room fell into ringing silence. Only the sound of the desk remained. Something clicked and whirred inside. Wood rasped against wood.

Mr Maximillian flickered as he struggled towards the desk. At the silencing of the alarm, he stopped and stabilised himself.

‘Why did you make it so complicated?’ Vally said breathlessly.

‘Oh, should I not have interesting things in my house?’ Mr Maximillian’s voice was laden with sarcasm. ‘Should I not de-de-decorate as I please? Do you think I deserve to live in an empty box for all eternity, with nothing to look at and nothing to occupy me?’

The look on Mr Pyke’s face suggested that he thought eternity in a blank box was too good for the Obscurosmith – but a glance at the splintered stump where the wooden bird had been made him press his lips shut.

‘No king in the world has had such a grand de-de-desk.’ The Obscurosmith returned to his daybed. ‘Nor such reluctant servants, I should think. Be a bit quicker with the next one, would you?’

Mr Pyke turned away from him with a look of revulsion, and spoke to Vally instead. ‘That was superb, Val. Let me see what this thing wants from us next.’ He found the next scroll in the small drawer Vally had opened below the writing surface, and carefully read the message aloud, decoding it as he went.

‘back: lima, peru

the guardian of the hidden door

awaits his fee with open maw.

so rich is the fare that el sapo desires

that half of a quarter is all he requires.’

Vally looked around the surface of the desk for any hidden door that might have opened. ‘What is el sapo, Mr Pyke?’

‘That’d be Spanish, I reckon.’

‘Spanish for what?’

‘In reference to me,’ Mr Maximillian said, from his place among the pillows, ‘I think it was meant as-as-as an insult.’

Vally paced around the desk. In the back of it, in a newly-opened niche, sat a gaping brass toad. A grid of eight circular holes surrounded it. The hollow throat of the toad itself seemed to be the ninth hole. Below the toad and the holes, at the bottom of the desk, was a deep wide slot. ‘Could el sapo mean the toad, Mr Pyke? This toad has its mouth open.’

Mr Pyke ran his finger along the lines of the riddle. ‘It says fee instead of feast or feed. I wonder if we ought to put some money in its mouth.’

‘It must be money,’ Vally said, thinking aloud. ‘Rich fare can mean heavy food, or it can be rich as in wealthy, and fare as in a payment for entry. And a quarter is an American coin, isn’t it? A quarter of a dollar.’

‘It is,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘But … it might be a Spanish dollar. Lima is in Peru, which was once part of the Spanish Empire – like the way that we’re part of the British Empire. They used the Spanish language and currency back then.’ Mr Pyke took another close look at the riddle. ‘Spanish coins must be right. A half of a quarter makes an eighth. It’s a piece of eight – a coin worth one eighth of a real.’ He pronounced the last word a bit like royal.

‘Pieces of eight actually exist, then?’ Vally asked. ‘I thought they were just make-believe pirate money.’

Mr Maximillian laughed until he gasped, letting his head hang upside-down over the side of the daybed. ‘All money is make-believe!’

‘A golden Peruvian toad that eats silver Spanish dollars,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Where would we find an old silver dollar, in this part of the world?’

‘A bank,’ Vally said. ‘Or the Mint.’ Melbourne’s coin factory was a few blocks away, on the corner of La Trobe and William Streets. ‘So how do we rob the Mint? There’s the spiked fence, the barred windows, the armed police with guard dogs …’

‘There’s not much chance of finding antique foreign coins at the Royal Mint.’ Mr Pyke rubbed his eyes under his glasses. ‘I think we’ll have to rob a museum.’





[image: ] CHAPTER NINETEEN [image: ]

robbing the museum

The setting sun cast the magnificent building in golden light and evening shadows. Its height and breadth made everything around it seem small and shabby, even the tall brick turret of Coop’s Shot Tower. Here, behind a fence of wrought-iron spikes and a row of huge decorative columns, was the largest collection of knowledge in the city: the Melbourne Museum, the National Gallery of Victoria, and the Melbourne Public Library, all in one great emporium of learning. It was easy to see how it must have taken Pa’s breath away when he was young, poor, and alone. There would have been no Cole’s Book Arcade without it.

Vally and Mr Pyke ascended the wide stone steps together. Students and lecturers were coming and going from their evening classes in the arts and sciences, which were regularly held in the Museum complex. Vally almost wished the two of them were going to a public lecture – just another lanky youth and burly bespectacled man in the crowd, going to learn something new.

A bell in a church tower struck somewhere nearby.

‘That’s eight o’clock, I think,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘And the Museum complex closes at nine. We’ll probably be asked to leave ten minutes before that, so we have time – but not enough of it to waste.’

‘Righto, Mr Pyke.’ Vally glanced at a statue of Saint George and his horse slaying a peculiar dragon with a horned viper’s head squelched onto a saltwater crocodile’s body. Horse, man, and dragon all remained as still as statues were supposed to. ‘What will we do if someone catches us, by the way?’

A chuckle drifted out of the hat under Mr Pyke’s arm. ‘Leave them to me.’

‘Don’t you think about what could go wrong, Val,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘It slows you down – and we can’t afford that. Pearl is counting on you. When all that worrying falls away, and you put your mind to what needs to be done, you’re a force to be reckoned with.’

Warmth rushed into Vally’s cheeks. ‘You’re making too much of me.’

‘Never. I call things as I see them. You’re made of tougher stuff than you give yourself credit for, and your sister is lucky to have you looking out for her.’ Mr Pyke straightened his posture as they approached the columns at the entrance. ‘I’ll get us out of trouble if it comes our way. As long as you and Pearl and Ivy are all home safe and sound, before your parents get back, everything will be just fine.’ But by the end of the sentence, he sounded like he might have been talking to himself.

They crossed the chequered tiles of the portico, passed between the heavy wooden doors, and were soon surrounded by the smooth marble of the entrance hall.

‘I can never remember my way around this place.’ Mr Pyke looked up the imposing double staircase they were approaching. ‘Let’s try this way.’

At the top of the stairs was a long, bright, double-storeyed hall: the Queen’s Reading Room. Sculpted plaster decorations swirled and blossomed in the corners of each alcove. Electric lamps lit up the rounded tables, the tall white columns, and the thousands upon thousands of books. Having grown up in the Book Arcade didn’t make it any less impressive.

Vally wanted nothing more than to lose himself among the bookshelves, and let the glorious truths of the universe fill his mind. ‘I wish we could stop and read for a bit.’

‘Me, too, mate.’

They both stared longingly into the hall.

‘It’s not the Museum, though.’ Mr Pyke turned for the door.

They returned downstairs, and continued through the Museum complex. They passed a windowless hall with paintings and white statues lining the walls. Art students sat on stools around a painting of a ferny landscape, busily sketching as their instructor talked.

The pull of the art galleries was easy enough to resist, but another grand doorway lured Vally to peer inside. The Natural History section was dominated by enormous skeletons, fossils, and specimens of taxidermy. Stuffed goats, buffaloes, leopards, and tigers were arranged around a fake mountain. Vally’s fascinated gaze was drawn into the hypnotic spirals of an ammonite, along the spines of towering skeletal dinosaurs, and around the outline of a flattened marine reptile in sandstone.

‘An ichthyosaurus,’ Vally said with longing. ‘I haven’t seen that here before.’

‘We won’t find our coin in that hall of death,’ Mr Pyke said, grimacing at the stuffed giraffe. ‘Come on.’

One by one, they ruled out unlikely-looking halls of sculptures and mineral samples, until they came to the Great Hall. By the time they reached it, the high windows showed a purple twilight sky, and the room was lit by bright-white electric lamps. A band of concentric circular motifs was painted under the windows all around the room, but little else decorated the walls to distract from the rows and rows of display cabinets. Large boxy cabinets held vases of fancy glassware up to eye level. Low glass-topped cabinets displayed antique gold and silver jewellery. A few exhibits weren’t behind glass at all: live plants flourished in pots, and a real cannon on huge wagon wheels pointed at the model sailing ship beside it. Nobody else seemed to be in the room.

‘How can we look through all of this before the building closes?’ Vally complained. ‘It’s like a needle in a haystack.’

‘A labelled needle in a nicely catalogued haystack.’ Mr Pyke rubbed his hands together. Vally remembered how much he liked a perfectly organised bookcase. ‘Let’s separate, and cover it in half the time.’

Vally nodded, and headed to the right. He passed several cabinets, taking them in at a glance: fancy glassware, ancient weapons, stone carvings, feathered headdresses. He felt exposed in the spacious hall, like he was on display himself, although there was no one around to take notice of him. The round flourishes painted under the Great Hall’s windows were abstract enough to be flowers, or archery targets, or nothing in particular, but all those rings within rings put him in mind of a row of staring eyes. But the only person who passed through the Great Hall was a uniformed watchman, who reminded him that the Museum complex would close in half an hour, and bade him a good evening.

‘I thought he would never leave,’ Mr Pyke said, upon finding Vally crouching beside the cannon’s wheels. ‘And I bet he’ll come around again in a few minutes. Let’s make this quick.’ He led the way across the gallery.

‘You found it, then?’

‘Finding our piece of eight is one thing. Getting it out of there is a different story.’ The coin collection was held in a glass display cabinet about Vally’s height. It stood beside an exhibit on silkworm production, which contained some creepily lifelike white moths.

Mr Pyke pointed out their prize. Inside the display case, Vally could see hundreds of coins arranged in neat rows on a velvet-lined stand. They were worn with use, and it was only by their labels that he could understand their words and designs. He was used to coins being identical circular objects made by a machine, but the Spanish Empire’s piece of eight really was a piece of silver – an irregular dollop of metal, stamped by hand. No padlock was on the cabinet: just a small, discreet keyhole that would open the cabinet on one side.

‘Do you think you could pick it by magic, like Pearl does?’ Vally asked. ‘Ordering the pins in the tumbler into place would work for you, wouldn’t it?’

‘I’m not so sure. Look at the corner.’ Mr Pyke nodded towards the top hat under his arm. ‘He is not the only one who can set a burglar alarm.’

Vally couldn’t see any wires running across the floor, but a mechanical alarm could be much smaller, requiring not much more than a tight spring and a loud bell. He spotted the steel dome of one in a bottom corner of the cabinet, beside its door.

‘It’s set to ring when the door moves,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Even if we can pick the lock, the noise will bring the watchmen in here as quick as a wink once we get it open.’

Vally glanced around again, but despite his feeling of being observed, they were still the only ones in the Great Hall. Perhaps it was the silk-moth display putting him on edge. He had the nonsensical suspicion that the moths – which were surely fake or dead – had just moved. ‘Can we do it without moving the door?’

‘If only there was such a thing as magic,’ said Mr Maximillian’s sarcastic voice from inside the hat, startling them both. ‘If magic existed, and you knew someone who was an ex-ex-expert magician, the solution to this problem might already be in your hands.’

‘I do know an ex-expert magician,’ Mr Pyke muttered. ‘How can I be sure he doesn’t make the whole cabinet disappear?’

Vally thought for a moment, then pointed to the top corner, where there weren’t any coins. ‘Put him close to it. If we focus his view on a corner of the glass, he’s less likely to vanish the whole cabinet, isn’t he?’

‘It’s easier to apply imagined changes to a thing that you can see,’ Mr Pyke agreed, raising the hat to the corner of the cabinet. ‘How’s that, Mr Maximillian?’

The glass cracked with a small shrill sound, but the alarm did not ring.

‘Voila,’ said Mr Maximillian.

Mr Pyke lowered the hat. The pane had a jagged, round hole in it, as if hit by a brick. ‘Not worth a voila, but it will do.’ Carefully, he extended his arm through the hole in the coin cabinet, stretched his fingers towards the silver dollar, and managed to pinch its edge in his fingertips.

Something moved at the edges of Vally’s vision.

It was the worst moment to be caught. Vally glanced at both ends of the Great Hall. There were no watchmen at the doorways.

But there were watchers in the room. As Vally raised his eyes to the flicker of movement on the walls, an entire row of eyes looked back.

The painted circles under the windows of the Great Hall no longer looked like archery targets. Now, they were unmistakably eyes – each in a slightly different position, but all looking down towards the coin cabinet. The movement of each painted eye roused the one next to it, and that one woke the next one, and so on in a rapid flow of movement around the entire room. They darted and rolled, as if they were searching all around the Great Hall, before focusing their painted stare on the burglars in their midst. Within seconds, it reached the eyes above the exits at each end of the Great Hall. Then – as if the eyes had alerted them, too – both pairs of double doors slammed shut with a thud that resounded through the quiet Museum.

Mr Pyke glanced towards the doors. ‘Have the staff closed the Museum already?’ He extracted his hand from the coin cabinet and slipped their Spanish dollar into his pocket. ‘It can’t be nine o’clock yet. It was half-past eight a few minutes ago.’

As Vally backed away from the nearest painted eyes, they shifted, following his movements. ‘Look up.’

Mr Pyke followed his line of sight. ‘Are the walls … glaring at us?’

‘It must be the Wraith again!’ In a few quick strides, Vally was at the nearest double doors of the Great Hall. He seized a doorhandle and rattled it.

‘Back away from the doors!’ someone hollered outside.

Vally stumbled backwards.

‘We have both exits under guard!’ came another shout from the doors at the opposite end.

‘Oh, hell.’ Mr Pyke lowered his voice, so that the watchmen outside couldn’t hear him. ‘This wasn’t the Wraith, Val. This is the Museum’s own protection system. We must have set off some sort of anti-burglar spell when we broke the display case. That’s when the eyes woke up, wasn’t it?’

Vally remembered the Book Arcade’s mechanical chicken searching for shoplifters. Now the eyes of the Great Hall made more sense. They must have been enchanted to awaken in the presence of danger to the Museum collection, detect what the watchmen might miss, and raise the alarm.

‘They’ll be telephoning the police!’ Vally said in an urgent whisper. ‘We can’t even hide in the hat here – it’ll be seized as evidence!’ Being locked in an evidence box seemed no better than being locked in a cell.

‘Both doors guarded, they say …’ Mr Pyke’s eyes were almost as round and wild as the painted circles. ‘Get behind me, Val. I have an idea.’

Vally grimaced. ‘You’re going to fight the watchmen?’

‘No – Mr Maximillian is going to give us a third exit.’ Mr Pyke aimed the hat at the wall, and tapped on its side. ‘Go on, you! Abracadabra!’

‘Try the other magic word,’ drawled Mr Maximillian’s distant voice.

‘Now!’

‘I meant please,’ the magician sighed.

But he did cast the spell, because the wall began to crack. Plaster and bricks crunched and crumpled into a dense ball before vanishing completely. Several adjoining bricks fell from their places in a cacophonous red tumble, scattering jagged chunks and leaving a large hole. Through the cloud of plaster dust, Vally could make out a narrow passageway.

Mr Pyke seized Vally’s arm, and although fragments were still falling, he ran towards the hole in the brickwork. The wide eyes of the Great Hall watched on, in seeming surprise.

As Vally staggered over the rubble, the Great Hall resounded with the rattling of the doors and the shouts of the watchmen outside. They must have heard the wall imploding, and now they were clamouring to unlock the doors. But by the time the watchmen’s feet thumped in the Great Hall, Vally, Mr Pyke, and the Obscurosmith’s hat were several yards down the little corridor beyond the hole in the wall. Doors with brass plaques passed by in a blur: offices, archives, storage rooms.

There was no door at the end of the corridor – only a staircase, leading up.

Vally paused with one foot on the first step. ‘We’ll find a way down again, won’t we?’

Mr Pyke motioned for Vally to go first. ‘Bound to!’

At the top of the stairs, they stumbled out of a door marked Staff Only and into a deserted section of the National Gallery. Two archways led to other chambers, one ahead, one to the right. Vally picked the straight path.

He regretted it at once. Somehow, they had reached the balcony level of the Natural History gallery. There was a ground floor, but no way to reach it. Vally had a fleeting wild notion of using the dinosaur fossils as ladders – but the fragile apatosaurus would never hold him. The narrow spiral staircase in one corner only led towards a hatch in the ceiling.

‘Through there!’ Mr Pyke pointed across the room to another doorway, leading out of the Natural History gallery. In a few paces, Vally saw the banister of a broad descending staircase beyond.

But as they reached the top stair, shouts and footfalls echoed in the marble halls below.

Mr Pyke reeled back the way they had come. ‘They’ve headed us off!’

The sound of watchmen’s feet on polished wood reached them from the hall of paintings where they had just been.

Vally caught Mr Pyke’s sleeve. ‘They’re back there, too!’

A bored sigh emanated from the Obscurosmith’s hat. ‘Shall I kill them for you?’

Ignoring him, they ran for the spiral staircase.

Vally reached it first. The wrought iron stairs clanged horribly under his shoes, but when he hesitated for a split second, Mr Pyke trod on his heel. Only their grip on the railing kept them both from tumbling to the bottom. It was too late to change their minds now.

‘They’re heading for the roof!’ someone called out from the marble hall.

‘You’re heading for the roof?’ For once, Mr Maximillian seemed surprised – though far from impressed.

When Vally threw open the door at the top of the staircase, the last iron stair gave way to wooden decking. He breathed the warm night air in gasps so big it hurt. By the scant light that filtered up from the streets and factories below, he saw that the rooftop deck was an open space with a waist-high wall all around it. There was nowhere left to run.

‘It’s a dead end!’ Vally ran across the roof deck, finding only more roof, all unreachable or unwalkable. ‘There’s no way down!’

Mr Pyke stood at the wall, top hat in hand, and gazed at the street below. ‘There’s one way down.’ He hoisted himself up on the wall, and offered Vally his hand.

When Vally climbed up, he expected to see a ledge or fire escape. Instead, there was a sheer fifty-foot drop to the cobblestones below. His stomach lurched. ‘Aah! No!’

‘Val, listen—’

‘It’s too high! I’d rather go to prison!’

‘We’re not going to prison.’ Mr Pyke wouldn’t let go of Vally’s hand. ‘We’re going to Maximillian’s place.’

‘But – if we get into the hat here, it’ll fall over the edge! With us in it!’

Mr Pyke lowered the hat towards his feet. ‘That’s the plan!’ He stepped in. His hand, still gripping Vally’s, was the last thing to vanish.

The pull knocked Vally off-balance. He teetered on the wall. The hat began to plummet towards the street and he was falling, falling, falling, darkness rushing up to meet him as his body hit the terrible bone-shattering …

Cushions?

He sat up on a fainting couch in the Obscurosmith’s library. ‘Oh.’

The room jolted. Vally heard the soft flop of the hat hitting pavement.

‘See? We’re all right.’ Mr Pyke let go of Vally’s hand and patted it. He turned to the opening behind them. ‘How do we get this old topper moving before they find it?’ He clicked his tongue, the way people did to horses. ‘Go, hat, go?’

The Obscurosmith was still reclining on his mattress, this time drenched in perspiration. ‘Allow me.’ He laid his cane across his knees and began to rotate the sections, but had to stop to sneeze. Thick clouds of steam exploded from his cuffs and collar. ‘Pardon me, gentlemen – it’s the fever. I’m burning up.’

Vally felt a slight rocking in the floor as the hat struggled back into magic-propelled motion. He stood, dusted himself off, and turned to face the brass toad in the desk – which, indeed, still awaited the fee with open maw. ‘We do still have the coin, don’t we?’

Mr Pyke brought the piece of eight out of his pocket. ‘Here you are, Señor El Sapo. Dinner is served.’
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a good kid

Of course, it wasn’t as easy as it looked.

Whenever Vally or Mr Pyke approached the Obscurosmith’s desk with the coin in hand, the brass toad would clamp its mouth shut. Of the eight holes surrounding the toad, two each were marked 50, 100 and 200. Two more were marked 500 and 1000. The slot at the bottom of the desk had no numbers.

After a few useless attempts to make the toad eat out of his hand, Mr Pyke held the coin, and slowly backed away from the desk. He was about ten paces away before the toad opened its mouth again.

‘I thought that might happen.’ He flipped the coin and caught it in his right hand. ‘I reckon we’re meant to throw it.’

‘From way back there?’ Vally said disappointedly.

‘Looks that way. Some of the old carnival games in Paddy’s Market were a lot like this.’ Mr Pyke fidgeted thoughtfully with the piece of silver. ‘Wish I’d played them more often.’ Crouching slightly, he tossed the coin.

It did not reach the toad’s mouth. Instead, it bounced off its leg, fell in a hole marked 100, rattled in a hidden passage, and tumbled out of the slot at the bottom of the desk.

But it wasn’t only the coin that popped out.

A tiny brass toad was sitting in the slot. Then another one leapt over it, landed on the floor, and croaked. More croaking rose from the desk. Tiny toads spilled onto the floor, where they hopped on and crawled over one another.

Then one reached the toe of Vally’s shoe, and stuck to it.

It was about as big as a hen’s egg. He shook his leg, but the toad would not detach. He gently tried to nudge it off with his other shoe, but it stuck to that instead. He backed away from the expanding cluster of brass toads. ‘Mr Pyke, are we winning or losing?’

Mr Pyke had just picked up the coin. He stared at his knuckles, where a miniature toad clung. ‘No idea.’

His next throw also missed the big toad’s mouth, and ended up in a 50. More little toads clambered out of the slot at the bottom of the desk.

‘That’s about half as many as the first time,’ Vally said. ‘First, one hundred, then fifty.’

As Mr Pyke reached down to pick up the coin, several little brass lumps hopped onto his arm. He groaned in frustration. The toads continued hopping up his body, their weight dragging at his clothes. ‘Ugh – they really stick. You try it, Val.’

Vally missed the board completely. His second throw rattled into the hole marked 200. ‘No!’ He dived on the coin as the desk disgorged another torrent of miniature toads. Lumps of metal under his feet made his steps unsteady. ‘I’m no good at this!’

‘I’ll go again.’ Mr Pyke scraped a toad off his face with his sleeve, and held out his hand for the coin.

‘I believe in you, Mr Pyke!’ Two or three dozen toads were now either clinging to Vally by magic, or hopping up his body towards his face. They were dry to the touch, but they were heavy, and they dragged at his legs and feet like cold winter mud. ‘You can do it – right in the mouth!’

But instead, Mr Pyke’s next throw glanced off the big toad’s head. The coin tumbled down its back, and landed in 1000.

The desk shuddered. From its secret depths came a cacophony of croaking.

Brass toads spewed from the slot. They fell to the floor in a hopping, croaking mound. They spilled across the library in a hopping, clinking flood. Vally’s legs were hidden in two piles of brass toads, like the ugliest boots in the world. Each toad was no heavier than an apple, but together, they made a great swarm of crawling, hopping metal that clung to his clothes and skin. A mountain of them surged around Mr Pyke, covering him to the waist within moments, like a lumpy golden gown.

And all the while, the Obscurosmith reclined, smiling broadly, watching the game unfold.

Mr Pyke rounded on him. ‘If you want us to save you, get rid of these things!’

‘I’m sure you don’t wish for your legs to di-di-disappear along with them. Besides, wouldn’t that be cheating?’ Mr Maximillian tucked his hand behind his head. ‘Loopholes are fair game – but I don’t break the rules, if I can help it.’

Mr Pyke looked at him for a long incredulous moment, his mouth open as wide as the toad’s. ‘You can’t do a good turn for anyone, can you?’ He sounded more perplexed than angry. ‘Not even when your life quite literally depends on it!’

‘And who are you to criticise me on the matter of good deeds, Mr Pyke? You’ve been robbing historical institutions, and dragging children into danger, and rec-recklessly throwing yourself off buildings – and all for me.’ Laughter danced at the edges of Mr Maximillian’s words. ‘Look at how I’ve changed you! And I’ve scarcely used magic to do it!’

Vally struggled through the golden mass. Every step was bogged in a bank of toads. Every movement of his arms was made sluggish by the mass of toads. One launched itself onto his cheek, and it hurt. He lunged after the Spanish dollar and closed his fist on it. ‘Ignore him, Mr Pyke. If we just—’

‘Give me that.’

When Vally looked at his father’s right-hand man, he hardly recognised the rigid, furious face before him.

‘I said, give me the coin!’ Mr Pyke snatched the coin from Vally’s outstretched fingers. ‘And get out of my way!’

‘You needn’t take your anger out on the boy,’ Mr Maximillian said, with pretend offence. ‘My word – do you speak to your children like that? Does Mrs Pyke know you have this in you? Perhaps I ought to warn them, if we ever chance to meet.’ As the Obscurosmith malfunctioned again, his eyeballs and nostrils blazed with eerie yellow-green light. His grin gleamed like the lure of some unspeakable dark-dwelling predator. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever told them about me?’

‘Stop talking!’ Mr Pyke hurled the coin at the large toad, as if all he wanted in the world was to smash it to pieces.

Neither man seemed to notice Mr Pyke’s score – but Vally did.

The big toad had caught the coin. Its lips clamped shut, holding the coin between them. It tossed its head back and gulped, like a real toad. It took several swallows to get it down, until at last, the coin rattled in its throat, and tumbled away to another part of the desk.

They were one step closer to retrieving the book, destroying the Wraith, and bringing Pearl back to herself. Vally pushed through the weight of the toads on his legs towards the desk. The toads popped like soap bubbles as he moved, leaving only a golden mist.

‘Was that all?’ The greenish glow faded from Mr Maximillian. ‘No one buried alive? No daring rescue? No last-minute strategy that just might work?’

Vally considered retorting, but it would have been a waste of energy. He investigated the desk. Above the desktop, a slanted wooden easel had unfolded. A piece of yellowish paper, thick and smooth, rested in the centre. To one side of this, a drawer had opened. Inside was an inkwell, a small black scroll, and what looked like an artist’s scalpel.

‘Let’s have some verbal sparring, then,’ the Obscurosmith said. ‘Give a poor con-con-convalescent a little amusement before you go. Why don’t you begin, Mr Pyke? Call me a ratbag, or a blighter, or some other expressively coarse insult of yours.’

Mr Pyke remained where he stood, pale and silent.

‘Would you stop being so mean to him?’ Vally pocketed the scroll.

‘Mean? Mean? I ask for witty repartee, and the best you can do is stop being mean?’ The Obscurosmith twiddled the wheels of his cane, and tapped it on the floor. Two bookcases split open like double doors. ‘Begone. Come back with the next key.’

Vally walked through the doors. As he stepped onto the street, the last toad on his shoe burst into golden vapour.

The hat had come to rest in a grimy laneway. Night had well and truly fallen by now, and a white electric glare filtered in from the main street beyond. A single carriage rattled past. Larrikins bellowed vulgarities at one another, somewhere nearby. It was a bad time of night to be alone in the city. As Vally bent to pick up the hat, it buckled and stretched.

Mr Pyke stomped out of it without breaking his stride. ‘Leave it.’

‘Here on the street?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where the Wraith could get it?’

‘Yes.’

‘But Mr Maximillian will send it to follow us again.’

Mr Pyke turned around, took the top hat from Vally’s hand, marched it to the nearest pillar-shaped postbox, and began squashing it into the mail slot.

‘What are you doing?’ Vally jogged towards the postbox. ‘We need him! He’s going to take the Wraith out of Pearl—’

‘No.’ Mr Pyke rammed the hat with his fingers until it fell in and disappeared. ‘He – is – not.’

‘If we go back for Miss Kwon—’

‘Good idea.’ His words were flatly sarcastic. ‘If she hasn’t burned her feet off, I’m sure she’d love to be thrown in prison, or crushed to death by magic frogs.’

Vally stuck his fingers in the slot, but the hat had dropped out of reach, onto the letters below. Perhaps he could reach in with a stick, or convince Mr Pyke to call it out by magic. Vally looked to him for help, but he was already several yards down the street.

‘We can’t give up, Mr Pyke! We’ve done everything right!’ Vally ran to catch up with him. ‘Maybe not on the first try, but—’

‘We haven’t done it right!’ Mr Pyke tossed up his hands, still striding at a furious pace. ‘We’ve let Maximillian fool us again! This is all just another chance to ruin our lives, the way he didn’t manage to do when I was a kid, or when you saved the Arcade. I bet his illness is a sham, or he’s planning to use us to heal himself, or – or else he really is dying, and he’s decided to bring us down with him! But whatever he has made you think he can do for Pearl, it is not true.’

‘But …’ Vally glanced back at the postbox. ‘He has to do it if he said—’

‘What did he say? Do you remember his exact words? I don’t. But I bet he does, and he’ll gleefully remind us when he pulls the rug out from under us. There is no lesser of two evils between the Wraith and Maximillian. They’re both the Obscurosmith!’

Vally had the same sense of disorientation he had felt in the first room in the hat, where all the walls could be floors or ceilings. He couldn’t tell who was being the mature and level-headed one, and who was being childishly stubborn. ‘I remember you saying you’d save my sister.’

‘I’m saving you!’ Mr Pyke whirled on the spot, and laid his hands on Vally’s shoulders. ‘I don’t know where she is. I don’t know if rescuing her is even possible. But I can save you. At least your family won’t lose you, too!’

He could have said it without that last word. That last word made it sound as if Pearl were already dead.

Vally stepped back, shaking Mr Pyke’s hands off him. ‘You’ve lost your nerve without Miss Kwon. You’re frightened of Mr Maximillian. You’re running to save your own skin.’

Mr Pyke raised his finger to deny it, then let his hands fall. ‘All right! Fair cop! I am afraid that I might die for the sake of his little amusement! I’m afraid that you, Ivy, Kezia, and Pearl might die because I didn’t talk you into doing something more sensible! I’m afraid of leaving my Abbie a widow, raising four kids alone, in the worst recession this country has ever seen! I feel positively sick with horror at the thought that when I’m dead, and my wife can’t pay the mortgage, and there’s no bloody food in the house, a certain magical psychopath might appear on the doorstep or at our seven-year-old’s school, ready to strike a bargain that they can’t afford to resist! Anyone with so much as a thimbleful of sense would be afraid of him!’

Vally was stunned into silence. It was easy to think of Mr Pyke as just one of Pa’s staff, with no existence beyond the Book Arcade – and embarrassing to admit to thinking that.

Neither of them said a word for the rest of the walk back to the Arcade.

Deciding what to do next might have been easier if Vally had been angry – but he wasn’t anymore. Mr Pyke had been part of Cole’s Books for over twenty years. He had known the Cole children all their lives. He had tried to help rescue Pearl, and protect Vally and Ivy for as long as he could stand to let the Obscurosmith have his way.

He deserved better than what Ma and Pa were planning.

When they came to the corner of Swanston and Bourke Streets, where the rainbow of Cole’s Book Arcade could be seen, Vally couldn’t hold the words back anymore. ‘You might want to think about finding another job.’

‘Don’t you threaten me, Valentine.’

‘No, I meant … Ma and Pa have been looking at a new shop in Sydney.’

A little crease appeared on Mr Pyke’s brow. ‘What?’

‘Times aren’t as hard, up there. Pa says he wants to protect our future.’

Mr Pyke would have looked less shocked and hurt if Vally had punched him.

He turned towards the Book Arcade, and crossed the street with his gaze turned down, as if he couldn’t bear to see the rainbow sign.

A nearby bell tolled for ten o’clock.

Vally crossed the street after him. ‘I thought you should know.’

With brisk, forceful movements, Mr Pyke unlocked the front door and thrust it open.

‘Are you going home now, Mr Pyke?’

‘No,’ he said dully. ‘But you are.’

Vally stopped in the middle of the street. Pearl was out here somewhere, and he didn’t want to shut the door on her.

‘Vally, please come in.’ Mr Pyke’s voice sounded strange and gravelly. ‘I’m staying at the Arcade to mind you and Ivy. I would rather not do it standing here all night.’

Vally could have run off, then. But there were dangerous people in the dark city streets, and he didn’t wish to upset Mr Pyke more than he already had.

He thought of Pearl with every step he took as he went inside.

‘Shouldn’t you be with your family?’ Vally asked, as the door closed behind him. ‘And don’t you want to see if Miss Kwon is OK?’

‘You and Ivy need me more.’ Mr Pyke looked in the direction of Pa’s office. ‘I’ll make some telephone calls.’

‘Where will you sleep?’

‘I won’t. I’ll keep watch, and you’ll be safe. Do you promise that you’ll go up to the flat, and lock the doors, and do the right thing?’

Vally took a moment to think about the choices before him. ‘I will, Mr Pyke. I’ll go up now, and make sure Ivy is all right.’

Mr Pyke heaved a sigh. ‘You’re a good kid.’ He went to the counter, and lit the lamps above the cash registers.

Vally headed for the nearest set of stairs, but paused with his hand on the banister. ‘Don’t you want Pearl to be safe, too?’

‘Val, mate … of course I do. Everything about this situation is just … terrible …’ Mr Pyke reached under his glasses to rub his eyes. ‘I don’t know. There might be a way to trick the Wraith, instead. If it follows us again … if it brings Pearl back here … look, I’ll try to think of something. But I don’t want you spending another minute on it. Now, up you go.’

Up Vally went.

He stepped into his family’s flat on the second floor, and locked the door behind him. He leaned against it in the dark.

Poor Mr Pyke. If only he hadn’t been so overwhelmed by fear and fury, he might have paid closer attention. The Obscurosmith wasn’t the only one who could weasel out of promises without breaking them.

Vally was inside, behind a locked door, but he’d never said he’d stay there.

Making sure Ivy was safe in bed would take five minutes.

And as for do the right thing … Mr Pyke really should have known better than to leave that open to interpretation.

Vally turned on the lights and took the black scroll out of his pocket.

·emans·eruta·ercehts·idrows·sapeht·

·niapnif·fon·oilas·evirdt·aht·

·lliuqs·selemul·pahtiw·tirwsi·dro·weno·

·lit·nueruc·esyats·sterce·sym·

·oc·corom·zeflesa·eneddih·

Vally fed Ebenezer. He checked on Ivy – who had fallen asleep reading in bed – and turned off her light. He made a cheese sandwich for dinner, picked up a pencil and paper, and began to write the riddle the right way around, to make sure that he would not mistake a word of it.

hidden easel: fez, morocco

my secrets stay secure until

one word is writ with a plumeless quill

that drives a lion off in pain:

the password is the creature’s name.

A quill could mean an old-fashioned feather pen dipped in ink. But Vally knew how well Mr Maximillian liked double meanings. Quills weren’t just pens – and a plumeless quill could not be a feather. The word could also mean defensive spines, like the ones echidnas had. Maybe an animal from northern Africa had those kinds of quills, too.

Vally lit a kerosene lantern, and headed for the Zoology section.

There were plenty of books about animals – but none had all the spiky animals in one handy place. He read about echidnas in Australia, hedgehogs in Europe, porcupines in the Americas, tenrecs in Madagascar, and sea urchins the world over. He tried looking up the diets of lions, mountain lions, sea lions, and even extinct marsupial lions. Around a quarter to midnight, after two unproductive hours, he was lifting down a heavy volume called A General History of Mammalia, when the floor creaked behind him. Startled, he dropped all five hundred pages of A General History of Mammalia on his foot. But instead of Mr Pyke, it was only Ebenezer, followed by Ivy in her nightie and slippers.

‘What are you doing, Val?’ she asked, rubbing her eyes. ‘What happened to the others?’

‘Miss Kwon had to save Chinatown. Mr Pyke said he had to save you and me.’ Wiggling his squashed toes, Vally rescued the book from the floor. He put his finger to his lips and pointed towards the ground floor. ‘He’s downstairs, trying to make sure we stay in, and Mr Maximillian stays out.’

Ivy’s eyes rounded with shock. ‘You mean, they gave up on Pearl?’

‘Mr Pyke said …’ Vally didn’t want to put the idea of losing Pearl forever into Ivy’s head. ‘He doesn’t think working for Mr Maximillian is the right way to rescue her. But I think a risky plan is better than none.’ Vally flipped through A General History of Mammalia, past Agouti, Baboon, Capybara, and Dog.

Ivy glanced at the broken skylight, as if something might try to come through it. ‘And where is Mr Maximillian?’

‘I’m not sure, but he was inside his hat when Mr Pyke stuffed it into a postbox.’ Hippopotamus, Ibex, Jaguar …

Ivy leaned on Ebenezer, with her arms around his neck. ‘If a career magician can build a mansion in his hat, then he can probably get out of a postbox.’

‘Probably.’ Numbat, Ocelot, Peccary … Vally spotted what he had been looking for. The mammals were illustrated with old woodcuts. The one on this page had a face like a large rat, short legs like a dachshund, and a coat of magnificent striped quills.

THE CRESTED PORCUPINE

The crested porcupine is found in Italy, North Africa, and sub-Saharan Africa. When provoked, this otherwise gentle creature raises its long sharp quills, rattles them loudly, and charges backwards at its attacker. The quills, which it sheds easily, can pierce and lodge in the snout of any predator that tries to bite it. It can thus repel much larger animals than itself, such as lions. When moulting, the crested porcupine shakes itself like a dog, sometimes flinging shed quills a short distance – hence the old belief that it could dart them at its enemies.

‘Ivy, I found it!’ Vally read her the riddle, and showed her the picture. ‘Having quills stuck in his snout would drive a lion off in pain, all right!’

‘I’m glad it sheds its quills. I would hate to hurt an animal for the Obscurosmith.’ By this time, Ivy was lying on the floor, draped across Ebenezer like he was a cushion. ‘We only have echidnas in Australia, don’t we? Is an echidna close enough?’

‘I doubt it.’ Vally’s heart sank. He didn’t know where to find a crested porcupine in the whole of Australia, let alone Melbourne. ‘Echidnas have quite short quills, and I don’t think they’re closely related.’

What happened next was such an incredible stroke of luck that it must have been the Book Arcade’s mysterious magic at work. A white booklet slipped off the shelf and landed on the floor: Guide To The Zoological Gardens At Royal Park, Melbourne.

‘I know you said African porcupines don’t live in Australia,’ Ivy said. ‘But … if any did …’

Vally picked up the booklet, and flipped through the list of exhibits. Deer Paddocks, Snake Pit … Rat Castle? … and Porcupines’ Cave. ‘Look here, Ivy: the Porcupines’ Cave contains specimens of the crested porcupine of northern Africa! We still have a chance to save Pearl from the Wraith.’

‘Won’t the Zoo be closed by now?’

‘I’ll climb the fence.’ Vally launched out of his chair. He felt electric with either optimism or panic – he wasn’t going to think about which. ‘I’ve come this far, haven’t I? I might as well break into the Zoo!’

Ivy sat up sharply, catching Vally’s excitement. ‘Can I help?’

‘You sure can!’ He folded the Guide to the Zoological Gardens and tucked it in his pocket. ‘When I’m ready to go, I’ll need you to keep Mr Pyke busy for a few minutes. And just in case he checks on us, you’d better arrange some pillows in my bed to look like I’m asleep.’

‘I can manage the pillows.’ Ivy rubbed her hands together and glanced down at Ebenezer. ‘And you can help me with the other part.’

Ten minutes later, Vally peered around the bookshelves on the ground floor, holding both his breath, and his bicycle. The kerosene lantern swung from the handlebars. From his position, he could see Mr Pyke standing at the counter, writing something. Vally thought that he must have been scribbling calculations to try to solve the Arcade’s money problems.

Then Mr Pyke picked up a page of his own writing, and read it aloud, like an actor rehearsing lines. ‘… you, the spectral entity henceforth described as the Wraith, hereby indicate your acceptance of all parts of this agreement by communicating with me, or by failing to do so, in any form, whether verbal, physical, psychic, musical, magical, or likewise …’ Mr Pyke stared at the paper for a few moments, then bent over the counter and seized his pen. ‘The whole or partial spectral entity … entity?’ He shook his head again and crossed out a word.

So he was still trying to get Pearl back, after all. He was writing a contract of some kind, trying to close every possible loophole, to bind the Wraith by its own word and force it to release her.

And at the rate he was going, it might take forever.

Vally looked up to the second-floor balcony, and nodded to his sister.

A moment later, the quiet Book Arcade was filled with the barking of a large dog.

Mr Pyke did not look up. ‘Quiet, Ebenezer!’

But as the noise went on, the possible meaning of it seemed to dawn on him.

Mr Pyke swore, set down his pen, grabbed the pages on which he had been writing, and marched towards the stairs. Under the circumstances, investigating a warning from a trusty dog was just what any responsible adult ought to do.

Except it wasn’t a warning bark. Vally knew Ebenezer better than anyone else did. And that was the short eager bark of a dog who thought he was about to be taken for a walk.

Ivy had done a good job of stirring him up. Ebenezer would be confused when she scurried back to bed – but a tin of sardines would be a good enough treat to make up for it.

As the thud of Mr Pyke’s footfalls rang through the Arcade, Vally unlocked the front door, and wheeled his bicycle outside, the lamp swinging from the handlebars.

He was not in the least surprised to find a crumpled black top hat waiting for him in the street.
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museum pieces

Somewhere between Little Bourke Street and Royal Park, Autonomous had paused at a shop window to look at Pearl’s armour. ‘You’re still going to help me build my new body, aren’t you?’ he’d asked.

As soon as possible, Pearl had thought. Her legs had been weary from carrying her all over the city.

‘Good!’ Autonomous had made her lumber over to the nearest public dustbin, which had a broken parasol sticking out of it. As Autonomous had used her hands to open and close it, the slender metal struts had flexed like skeletal fingers. ‘It must be a strong one that can’t be killed …’

He had run somewhat wild in the Zoological Gardens. A porcupine quill would be nearly impossible to find in the chaos he had left behind. For Pearl, the time had mostly passed in a blur of cage bars and gardens, fur and feathers, spell symbols, and the smell of filthy straw. She remembered confused and fearful voices in the darkness. She remembered her own voice demanding answers from creatures that didn’t seem to understand her, and issuing commands to a restless crowd. She wasn’t proud of what she and Autonomous had done – but nor was she entirely certain that they had been wrong to do it.

Now Royal Park was a mile behind them, and he was using her hands to tear apart a Brougham carriage.

Of course, her actual hands could not rip apart a carriage, but the shell Autonomous had built around her had grown a great deal since Little Bourke Street. Pearl felt less like she was wearing a suit of armour now. It was more like some outlandish human-shaped engine, in which Pearl was the steering wheel and Autonomous was the driver. The view she saw was through its chest, and when she moved, the bizarre new body that he had built around her moved in response. As her hands went through the motions of breaking a toy to pieces, Autonomous’s gigantic skeletal fingers dismantled the two-person carriage. It was the latest in a large mismatched collection of items Autonomous had liked the look of. Every time he saw something he wanted, he compelled Pearl to stop, pick it up, scratch a spell into the dirt with a finger of bent metal, and add it to the misshapen frame he was building.

The Brougham carriage supplied a lot of useful parts. The bent panels wrapped around his waist and his back. The wheels became his elbow and knee joints, allowing the lower parts of his limbs to bend more smoothly and freely. He even pulled out the passenger seat, and shoved it into his chest. The padded seat came writhing up under Pearl, and gently took her weight. Strips of fabric from the inner walls of the small carriage slithered around her waist and shoulders, tying her into the seat.

‘Comfortable?’ Autonomous asked her.

Despite being surrounded by pieces of animal cages, despite being almost entirely unable to move on her own, Pearl was comfortable. Sitting down felt good. It was coming up to what should have been her bedtime. Was there anything wrong with sinking into the depths of herself, and letting Autonomous steer? Just for a little while …

‘I thought you’d like that.’ Autonomous sounded rather pleased with himself for having come up with it. ‘Now your legs have a chance to rest, and they won’t hurt so much from carrying us around.’ He lifted Pearl’s foot experimentally. His puppet of wood and metal lurched forward.

Pearl heard him laugh with her mouth.

As they lumbered towards the city again, a few small white scraps came whirling through the night to land in Autonomous’s metal hands. He and Pearl approached the nearest lamp-post on the footpath so that they could read the moths’ wings by its light.

large room

ichthyosaurus

scent of books mothballs formaldehyde

rows of glass cabinets

hows that mr maximillian

Pearl jolted out of her torpor. Autonomous! They’re speaking to your father!

Using the same pair of eyes, Autonomous and Pearl searched the new body’s hands for any extra moths. They were big, skeletal hands, with lots of crevices for paper moths to get lost in. ‘Yes, but where are they?’

She couldn’t tell from the available moths. Ichthyosaurus and formaldehyde sounded scientific. Anything with osaurus in its name sounded like it belonged in a museum. But those were only guesses, and she didn’t know enough to be sure that they were good guesses.

‘A museum, you think?’ Autonomous made Pearl hold out her hand, so that the arriving moths could land on his enormous one. ‘That would explain the smell of books and formaldehyde …’

They did say a large room, Pearl pointed out. With rows of glass cabinets. She pictured the Museum complex for Autonomous: the pillars of the Melbourne Public Library at the front, the paintings in the National Gallery of Victoria, the room with the fossils and taxidermy …

‘Wait a minute,’ Autonomous said. ‘What was that room you were thinking about?’

The Natural History gallery. Pearl couldn’t recall it precisely, but her memory sketched a rough image of bone and stone, pieces of talon and tusk, drawings of long-dead creatures, and stuffed specimens of modern ones.

When the next group of moths arrived, they confirmed it. They carried snippets of signs, descriptions of paintings – all things that belonged in a museum, and particular things that belonged to the Melbourne Museum complex.

‘I see! So they might also be able to collect a porcupine quill in this museum, from a stuffed specimen!’ Autonomous made Pearl’s shoulders roll back. The huge shoulders of their half-magical, half-mechanical exoskeleton rolled, too, with great heaving creaks of metal and wood. ‘Then there is no time to waste! We shall go there at once!’
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The fence of the Museum complex was made of iron spikes. Pearl and Autonomous easily stepped over it.

The large wooden doors were locked and bolted. Autonomous’s magic blasted them open in a single attempt.

The only great difficulty in infiltrating the building was that Autonomous’s new body was a bit too large to get in. He had to turn his exoskeleton sideways to fit between the columns on the portico, making stone and metal screech against each other. As he crawled through the double doorway of the entrance, things crunched and shifted and pressed around Pearl’s body. At least she was tied into the carriage seat, so she didn’t crash against the walls around her.

Once Autonomous had hauled his legs through the doorway, he moved Pearl’s arms and legs as he needed, pushing his new body up to its hands and knees. The shell of junk around her settled into place.

Instead of Vally, Ivy, Mr Pyke, or the Obscurosmith, they saw a pair of gobsmacked night watchmen. One of them dropped his lantern in surprise. It shattered and extinguished on the marble floor.

Night watchmen posed a problem. Pearl imagined them running to the telephone to summon a squadron of constables, with pistols and barricades.

‘Unless we turn them to stone,’ Autonomous thought. ‘That’s an old favourite of Father’s. Shall I make it permanent, or temporary?’

Pearl balled her fists and in all ways tried to make herself still – but the strength of the influence Autonomous held over her was now so great that she wasn’t sure she could fight it. Autonomous Wraith! You are not to do it AT ALL!

‘But they’re only guards!’

Pearl shut her eyes. Somewhere outside her, in the world she was sinking ever further from, men shouted and shoes slapped a hard floor.

‘Oh, all right,’ Autonomous said. ‘Here, open your eyes and let me articulate – you’ve given me an idea.’

Pearl opened her eyes, but with Autonomous so completely in charge, it was difficult to take in what passed before her. The sounds that reached her seemed as distant and unreal as a gramophone recording playing in the next room. Fabric ripped and metal scraped. Something flapped and slithered. Men screamed.

When Autonomous allowed her to return to her senses, she saw one of the night watchmen holding the wall, pulling at the strip of fabric covering his eyes. Another had wrapped around his ankles. On the floor, before Autonomous’s enormous metallic and wooden feet, a velvet curtain was tearing itself into long ribbons. As Pearl watched, a pair of ribbons peeled themselves away and slithered over the floor in pursuit of the second man, who was trying to flee.

The ribbons spiralled up his legs, lunged at his face like a couple of aggravated cobras, and wrapped themselves around his head, blindfolding him. The watchman fell down with a panicked cry.

More ribbons went wriggling away through the halls and passages of the Museum complex. There might have been more faraway screams.

‘That takes care of that,’ said Autonomous, and he clattered through the entrance hall without anyone to stand in his way.

Through the murk of Pearl’s dull senses, she heard the two watchmen call out to each other as Autonomous left them behind.

‘Was that you who hit the floor, Albert?’

‘Yes, sir! I seem to have been attacked by the … curtains?’

‘Did you get a good look at the thing that did it?’

‘Not really, sir! To tell you the truth, I’d rather not be hearing it, either!’

Pearl wanted to tell the watchmen that she was sorry for what Autonomous had done. She tried to push through the currents of his overpowering will, but her mouth refused to open.

At least the men were only blindfolded, and not turned to stone.

After that, nothing stood between Autonomous Wraith and the rest of the Museum complex – except for the heights of the doorways. Pearl lolled in her seat as he stormed through the halls and galleries, upending tables, knocking sculptures off plinths, making skeletal animals crash into strange new poses. Everywhere that his father’s lackeys might hide, he turned over or tore to pieces.

And everything that he liked the look of, he snatched up and incorporated into the new body he was building for himself.
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a quest for a quill

The wooden fence of Melbourne’s Zoological Gardens was around nine feet tall. The tops of its splintery palings were sharpened into points. Climbing the fence was out of the question.

Vally leaned his bicycle against a tree by the back gate, near the train station. He took the Guide to the Zoological Gardens from his trouser pocket, and checked the map. It looked like nothing dangerous would be waiting for him in the enclosure on the other side – unless Native Ducks were more vicious than they seemed.

‘Psst. Mr Maximillian.’ Vally pointed the hat towards the fence. ‘I’ll give you an embarrassing secret if you magic a hole in this fence for me.’

‘No need for that.’ Four planks buckled and shattered into nothingness, leaving a jagged hole in the bottom of the fence. ‘But I appreciate your willingness to make sa-sa-sacrifices.’

Vally lifted his kerosene lantern off the handlebars of his bicycle, hung the hat in its place, and ducked through the gap in the fence. He couldn’t prevent the hat from following him, but he had his hands full with the lantern and the guide. And he was not going to carry Mr Maximillian on his head.

The map in the guide showed that the Zoo was laid out in the shape of an arch. On the central drive, a few hundred yards away, was a black rectangle labelled Porcupines’ Cave. But Vally would need to watch out for Zoo staff, too: the Veterinarian’s Lodge and Keeper’s Cottage were labelled in the corners.

The ducks were folded up in sleep around their pond. Vally tucked the guide back into his pocket, and set off towards the path on the other side. The wind carried the smells of manure, stagnant water, and rotting hay. A predator somewhere gave a growling roar.

It sent the quiver of an ancient terror through his guts. That would be Wallace. The black-maned lion was a Zoo celebrity. Every time Vally visited the Zoo, Wallace had an audience, whether he was attacking the chunks of meat shoved into his cage or settling into a serene trance when his keeper played music from a gramophone. All the most popular animals did something that people found entertaining. The orang-utan would ‘buy’ sandwiches and biscuits from children outside her cage, using leaves as money. The bear – an enormous shaggy brute from Siberia – would snarl and shake his fence when larrikins threw pebbles at him.

But the thought of sharing the darkness with apes and bears and Wallace was giving Vally the shivers. He tried to think of something more docile. He’d always liked Ranee, the Indian elephant. She took people for rides around the track in her enclosure. Ten children could fit on the seat on her back, but she didn’t wear a bridle, and her keepers never had to crack a stockwhip or flick a switch over her haunches to make her go, like they would a horse. They needed only to signal to her, using a short stick with a curved metal tip, and she did everything they said.

Actually, thinking about elephants wasn’t making him feel much better. Not after having handled that ivory ball this afternoon.

As Vally stepped over a low fence, exiting the duck exhibit, something swept above his head. He flinched and stumbled.

The creature settled in a nearby tree.

A shaky laugh of relief burst out of him. It was only a barn owl. All the animal feed and half-eaten visitor picnics must make the Zoo a paradise for mice – and for the wild owls that lived in Royal Park. ‘You gave me a fright,’ he told it. ‘You must be glad you’re not in a cage like the others.’

The owl gave him another fright then. In a deep whisper, it said, ‘Don’t know you.’

‘What did you say?’ Lots of birds could imitate speech, including the parrots in the Arcade Fernery, but Vally couldn’t recall anything he’d read about talking owls.

‘Don’t know you.’ The owl tilted its heart-shaped face. ‘Stranger.’

‘That’s right. I’m a visitor.’

‘Danger.’ The owl sidled away from him. ‘Fly away.’ And it did just that.

Vally’s rush of relief had vanished. Unease was creeping back. The parrots at home asked for food, or imitated greetings and compliments. The owl hadn’t said anything that a visitor would like to hear.

And if it had been taught to talk, then it must have belonged in the Zoo after all. So how had it got out of its cage?

The owl hadn’t left any answers behind. Vally looked around for Zoo staff, and the Wraith, and then began to follow the path towards the Porcupines’ Cave.

The crunching of his shoes on the sandy gravel sounded terribly loud. A bird gave a lonesome wail. The Zoo never felt like this in daylight. The sooner he could find that porcupine exhibit and get out of here, the better.

He glanced down at the map. Several narrow black rectangles, labelled Panthera, indicated that the big cat cages should be coming up on his left. He could make out the familiar rounded structures at the edge of his lantern’s light.

Somewhere beyond the trees to his right, something roared.

Vally checked the map again.

If the cages were on the left, then why was that sound coming from the opposite direction?

Raising his lantern high, he took a few steps forward to see into the big cat exhibits. The guide fell from his hand.

The cages were all empty.

Jagged symbols had been gouged into the ground where he was standing. The lines were straight and deep, written with a sharp stick and a strong hand. The rusted bars were warped and wrenched out of place, like wire bent by a giant.

The Wraith had got here first.

Vally’s head began to spin. He realised how shallowly he was breathing. Feeling alone in the dark had been eerie. Knowing he was not alone in the dark was much worse. In the absence of someone to tell him not to have an attack of the nerves, he had to tell himself. Pull yourself together, Val. Don’t let the Wraith scare you. The big cats were fed every day. Out of their cages for the first time in years, lions and tigers and jaguars would have bigger priorities than food. Territory, for instance. Rivals. They weren’t bloodthirsty monsters, just cats with cats’ interests …

Although cats’ interests included killing things when they weren’t hungry.

Gravel crunched at the nearest corner.

At this point, Vally was almost hoping for the Zoo veterinarian. Even an angry stranger would have been good company, with big cats on the loose.

But these weren’t big cats. They were big dogs.

They looked as happy as Ebenezer on a walk, wagging their tails and play-bowing to one another. They had formed a large pack: coppery dingoes, great grey wolves, big-eared jackals, and even a maned wolf with peculiarly long legs.

They all stopped playing to stare at Vally.

‘Stay back,’ he told them.

He did not expect them to understand.

He did not expect them to reply.

‘Don’t know you,’ said the maned wolf, raising her tail high. ‘Food?’

‘Food?’ The dingoes pricked up their ears in excitement. ‘We smell it!’

Did food mean him, or something he carried? Was it worse to run and be chased, or stand still and be pounced upon?

‘Get away from me!’ Vally stamped his foot. The pack flinched. ‘Bad dogs!’

‘Bad dogs.’ Their ears lowered a little, though their tails kept wagging, as if their guilt couldn’t quite reach the tails’ ends. ‘Bad dogs are all out.’

‘Out is nice,’ a grey wolf admitted.

A jackal turned his head. ‘Food running!’ he cried. ‘We go!’

The wild dogs tore away in pursuit of something Vally couldn’t hear.

As he looked around again, the order and safety of the neat Zoological Gardens seemed to be falling apart everywhere he turned. Some emus sprinted past in their jerking, unpredictable way. Under the rosebushes, a huge monitor lizard gulped down something that was still wriggling, and muttered, ‘Still hungry.’ Monkeys squabbled in the nearby trees, now sounding more like ruffians in a back alley: ‘Go away!’ ‘I hate you!’ ‘This is mine!’

Vally placed a hand to his chest. Panic was threatening to fill him up and drown all sensible thought. And as long as the Wraith was driving his sister so recklessly, he needed his wits about him, or he might never get her back.

So. A boy was an animal, too. Nature had built him for survival, too. How had Stone Age humans, whose blood flowed in his veins, endured nights full of predators?

With teamwork. Too late for that.

With fire. Except Vally’s lantern hadn’t seemed to frighten the wild dogs.

With weapons.

On a couple of nails at the side of the lion cage hung a hooked pole for feeding the animals, and a shovel and a rake for cleaning the floor. He tested each one in his hands. The rake was awkward. The shovel was heavy.

That left the feeding pole. Vally had seen the keepers using it to poke chunks of meat into the big cats’ cages, their hands a safe distance from the claws of Wallace and company. He didn’t think he had it in him to kill the cats, but he could manage prodding them until they left him alone. The pole felt good in his hand – light and sturdy enough to carry with ease. He retrieved the guide from the ground, and pocketed it. Then, clutching the lantern and the feeding pole, he ventured deeper into the dark zoo.

‘Run! We run!’ voices in the undergrowth whispered. ‘Big one will eat us!’

‘I won’t eat you,’ Vally protested, but they had already fled from his footsteps.

‘Go away, stranger!’ shrieked voices in the trees above him.

‘Food animal moves slow,’ something murmured nearby. ‘I’ll take its stick.’

Vally swivelled, pointing the feeding pole in its direction. ‘I’m a human! Hu-man! Not food animal !’

But the Wraith’s magic must have only allowed them to speak their minds. It clearly didn’t change their nature. Vally had often thought of himself as a friend to animals – except moths – but none of these animals wished to be friends. And they certainly didn’t speak like the polite well-dressed animals in Pa’s picture books for small children. Everywhere Vally turned, something loathed him or feared him or wanted to eat him. Perhaps the animals felt that way about all humans. Perhaps they always had.

And when his lantern lit up the cages, he could see why. These cramped, barren, stinking spaces weren’t homes for these animals. A home should be comfortable and safe. These were cells, every bit as cheerless as the cold stone cubicles of the Melbourne Gaol.

At last, he reached the roundabout on the Zoo’s central drive. In the middle stood a golden elephant statue trumpeting to the skies. He still hadn’t seen the real elephant yet, which was concerning – but at least the Porcupines’ Cave was nearby.

The stark light from his kerosene lantern showed that it, too, was empty. The picket fence was bent out of shape. Symbols were scrawled in the dust below it. Nothing waddled out to meet him, or shuffled in the shadows at the back of the pen.

But he didn’t need the whole animal. Crested porcupines shed their quills like hair.

Vally clambered through the broken fence, then rested his improvised spear against it.

Inside were porcupine footprints, and the scratch marks of porcupines digging in the dirt. And there were quills. He picked one up, striped in striking black and white. It was broken, worn out from its years on the porcupine’s back. Another was cracked. Another was very short. He picked up and discarded quill after quill, until he finally found a long beautiful one intact, lying against the fence.

From outside the porcupine pen, he heard a sound that was not quite like the cackle of kookaburras, nor quite like the hooting of monkeys.

‘You run,’ a low voice rumbled. ‘I’m bigger.’

‘We’re more!’ The group of whatever they were giggled.

‘Fear our teeth!’

Vally risked a peek through a crack in the fence. His heart dropped.

To the right, the path was blocked by a group of spotted hyenas, with wide mouths and peculiar hunched stances.

To the left was Wallace the lion.

‘We’re more than you!’ The hyenas skittered and yelped as Wallace sauntered towards them, seemingly afraid to fight, but unwilling to give up. ‘We find that food animal! We find! We eat!’

‘I’ll bite your skulls!’ snarled Wallace. ‘My land. My food.’
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the beasts released

The lion-feeding pole still rested against the fence. Vally tucked the porcupine quill against the lantern in his left hand, and snatched up his weapon in the right. Why had he chosen this flimsy thing instead of the shovel? Wallace and the hyenas saw this stick thrust into their cages every day. They wouldn’t be frightened of it in the least! But the feeding pole and the lantern were all that Vally had. He looked around his feet, in case the top hat had followed him. It hadn’t.

He wished he had a body covered in quills, instead of one quill in his hand. But, if he lacked the strength or protection to fight off the beasts, he might have to subdue Wallace the only other way he knew how. Music from the keeper’s gramophone could settle the lion into a serene trance. Although, in the absence of a gramophone, Vally would have to make the music himself.

Taking a deep breath, he stepped through the gap in the fence, and burst into the first song that came into his head.

‘A smart and stylish girl, that’s me! A queen of swell society!’

It was a catchy vaudeville number, sometimes played by the Book Arcade Band. Light flung about wildly from the lantern as Vally turned in place, keeping an eye on all the animals around him. The hyenas stopped their eerie yelping.

‘I’m footloose and fancy-free!’ Vally’s voice wavered as he swung the feeding pole. ‘As fond of fun as fond can be!’

Wallace and the hyenas looked slightly appalled, like banquet guests who had been given the servants’ dinner by mistake. They showed no hint of settling into a serene trance.

One of the hyenas slunk forward, but froze when Vally broke into the chorus much louder, and more frantically. ‘Ta ra-ra boom di ay! Ta ra-ra boom di ay!’

‘Noisy.’ Wallace crouched, readying himself to pounce.

Vally thrust the feeding pole at Wallace and kept singing – or rather, yelling. ‘Do not eat me today!’ Why had he ever believed this might work? He was going to die, and look silly doing it.

‘Ours!’ the hyenas protested.

‘Ta ra-ra boom—’

‘No!’ a voice bellowed in the darkness.

Then, with a shrill blast of noise, Ranee the elephant was charging into the lantern light. She flared her ears. Her gigantic feet kicked up dust. She swung her trunk at Wallace. ‘Go away!’

He scampered out of her way like a startled kitten. The squealing hyenas galloped into the darkness.

Then Ranee spoke again. ‘Hurt, youngster?’

‘Um.’ Vally fought the urge to run. He felt very small and helpless beside this mighty beast. ‘I don’t … think so?’

‘Good!’ She turned, delicately placing each huge foot. ‘Keep up with me!’

Her power and size were terrifying, but at least she wouldn’t eat him.

With a last jab of his pole at an indecisive hyena, Vally sprinted after her.

For a creature the size of a stagecoach, Ranee was fast. Her run wasn’t a gallop, but a quick trot, and her feet made only the softest crunch on the gravel. Vally had to push himself to keep up with her. Birds and wallabies fled in their wake.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked between gasps.

‘People,’ the elephant replied. ‘Safe for you.’

She must have known about the Keeper’s Cottage that was marked on the map. ‘But won’t the people lock you up again? Look!’ Vally pointed to the Zoo’s outer fence ahead of them. ‘We can get out!’

Ranee slowed. The sharpened palings were taller than she was. ‘How?’

Vally glanced behind him. He could not see Wallace or the hyenas – but then again, he could not see much beyond his lantern’s glow. ‘Push it down!’

Ranee took a step towards the fence, then shied away. ‘No way through.’

Had she never been tempted to test the Zoo’s outer fence before? She mustn’t have. She would have been walked in the gate when she was bought, and around her track every day since, where the fences were made of thick posts and strong wire.

‘You’re an elephant!’ Vally knocked the feeding pole against the palings. They clattered. ‘It’s nothing but … very thin trees!’

She looked at him with one long-lashed eye, raised her foreleg, and shoved.

A long section of palings collapsed like cardboard, rattling their way to the ground.

Vally’s feet banged on them as he followed Ranee through. She trotted onwards, through the gum trees of Royal Park, until the Zoo was lost in the darkness behind them.

Vally set the lantern down with a clank, and the porcupine quill beside it. He leaned on the feeding pole, gasping to catch his breath.

Ranee paced warily at the edge of the lantern light. ‘I keep you safe.’

‘Yes, you did.’ He broke out in a grin. ‘You are one clever elephant.’

‘Good elephant. Strong, proud elephant.’ She swayed where she stood, keeping her weight off one of her forelegs. ‘You disrespect me.’

He laughed. ‘I beg your pardon, madam. You are the best elephant in the world.’

‘Ungrateful youngster.’ Her voice was deep and stern. ‘The stick is disrespect.’

Vally looked again at the leg she was favouring. Around her grey ankle was a raw-looking ring of white and pink skin.

Had she been chained at her track, where the people rode her? He couldn’t remember seeing chains. Or perhaps he had decided to forget.

‘No heavy vines on me now.’ She rocked on her feet. ‘How dare you bring a stick to me? My strong neck, my soft ear? I keep you alive!’

Vally stumbled away from her. He was still holding the lion-feeding pole with the meat hook on the end.

The elephant keepers carried a small stick with a hook on the end.

He let the pole fall and scrambled away from it. It must be worse than a bridle, or a whip. It would take a lot to bend a creature of this size to a human’s will, to make her carry ten children at a time. ‘There! I won’t touch it!’

Ranee rushed forward, seized the pole in her trunk, and flung it away into the darkness. ‘No more.’ Then her pointed lips seemed to form a smile. ‘Good youngster.’

He was grateful that she had given him a chance, but he didn’t fully understand why. ‘How do you know I’m a … youngster?’ The other animals had seen nothing more in him than stranger or food.

‘Smell. Movement. Not a baby. Not wise yet. You will never become a beautiful, good elephant. But … a good animal. Maybe.’ She padded towards him, took his hand with her trunk, and lifted it to her face. ‘Now touch and say sorry. Show respect.’

He stroked her trunk. Her hair was coarse, her skin leathery. She was wondrous, and absolutely strange. Vally tried not to squirm as her trunk curled over his shoulder to snuffle at his back. ‘What should we do with you now?’

After a few moments of seeming to think it over, she stepped away from him. ‘I go.’

‘Go where?’ He noticed she was looking roughly north. ‘You can’t just walk out into the suburbs! There’s no one to feed you or anything!’

Ranee snorted with contempt. ‘Is there grass?’

‘Oh … yes.’ He felt a bit silly. ‘But you’ll be all alone.’

‘Alone without a stick at my ear. Alone with birds.’ She lifted her trunk. ‘A river is that way. Trees. Mud. Do you smell it?’

Vally only smelled the dry earth and gum leaves around him.

‘I smell it,’ Ranee said. ‘Be safe, youngster. Be good.’

With an almighty trumpet, she broke into the fastest trot an elephant could muster.

Vally started after her, but even if he could have kept pace with her, his puny human strength never could have held her back. He stopped, and watched her go.

She was heading north-west. There was a creek that way. If she followed it upstream, even for just a few miles, she might have a chance. Indian elephants could walk more than a hundred miles in a day. Any water left in the drought-stricken landscape would lie in the creek bed. She could eat shrubs and reeds along the banks, until she passed the farms and reached the wilderness. She was built to withstand the dry summer, and she was unlikely to freeze or starve in Victoria’s lush wet winters. Other animals from abroad could thrive in the bush, after all – foxes, and rabbits, and camels …

Had Vally just started Australia’s first elephant plague?

Surely not. A plague wasn’t possible with only one.

Faint trumpeting sounded in the distance. The wind rustled in the gum trees. The night seemed gigantic.

He remembered the fallen fence. Wallace, the hyenas, and who knew what else would be on their way to sniff him out. He picked up the quill, and the lantern, and jogged in the rough direction of his bicycle.
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When Vally tumbled back into the library, it was empty. The lonely lamp glowed on the wall. The only sound not coming from Vally was the faint rhythmic thud of a pulse that didn’t belong to him. It might have been coming from the living room.

‘Mr Maximillian?’ Vally braced for a sudden quip from the darkness, or a sudden hand on his shoulder.

The library remained still and gloomy, like a cave so far from sunlight that nothing could survive inside.

‘Perhaps he’s dead,’ Vally said, a bit more loudly – but that didn’t lure Mr Maximillian out, either.

Vally went to the desk, where the paper still rested on the secret easel. He checked the riddle again. One word. The creature’s name. He was used to steel-nib pens, not old-fashioned quills. But the scalpel in the drawer with the inkwell reminded him why steel nibs were used now: quills always needed to be cut into shape, like sharpening a pencil.

When he had carefully fashioned the end of the quill into something resembling a nib, he wiped it of dust, dipped it in the inkwell, and – in the neatest copperplate handwriting he could produce – wrote the word porcupine.

The easel shut itself around the paper with a startling series of snaps that rang out in the silence. Hidden mechanical parts rasped and clicked. Then a stack of small drawers above the writing surface swivelled aside, revealing another secret compartment. Inside this one stood a corked flask with a rounded base. He pulled out the cork, and tipped out a little black scroll.

·thgildew·orrobs·ihnier·ehtcel·loc·

·thgi·nehtsma·orsehc·irnid·enroda·

·dlofo·doggni·ruov·eddlih·ceht·

·dlo·hebde·ifin·gamno·isivh·tiw·

·yla·tiango·lobks·alf·

From his pocket, Vally took out the wrinkled guide. He spread it on the desk, and wrote on the blank back cover with the porcupine quill.

flask: bologna, italy

with vision magnified, behold:

the child-devouring god of old

adorned in riches, roams the night.

collect herein his borrowed light.

Like old poems at school, it was difficult to understand as a whole. Vally tried to break it into pieces. Collect herein probably meant he would need the flask. He replaced the cork and tucked the flask into his jacket pocket.

He was supposed to look at something with vision magnified. At first, it seemed like a metaphor – the Obscurosmith boasting of his own ability to imagine spectacular magic. But he also liked to be misleadingly literal. Vision might simply mean sight. And magnified vision came in two forms Vally was aware of: making small things look bigger, or making distant things look closer.

The knot of the riddle seemed to loosen a little. Microscopes and telescopes could magnify vision. Perhaps this was more about science than magic. Perhaps Vally could unravel this on his own, after all.

He searched for another thread of the riddle to pull. Child-devouring god, adorned in riches seemed the most difficult part. Vally had been an atheist since Ruby’s funeral. He was tempted to offer the desk a flask with nothing in it, since he didn’t believe in any gods, but he didn’t think the clues were hinting at that.

Roams the night and borrowed light might help to narrow it down. Glowing insects or algae would reveal their delicate structures under a microscope. They would have fit in the flask – not that Vally knew where to find them. But perhaps it was a distant thing he ought to look at, instead of a tiny one. In that case, it must be in the sky – the realm of gods. The reference to Italy hinted at Roman gods. Italian astronomers like Galileo Galilei had pointed the first telescopes towards space in the early seventeenth century.

Had Mr Maximillian been swanning around Italy, in a ruff and pantaloons, during the Scientific Revolution? Strange to imagine – but he was old enough.

Vally returned to the riddle. Which bright celestial object could it be? The moon roamed across the night sky. Borrowed light could be moonlight. The moon didn’t have its own radiance: it reflected the light of the sun. But the moon could be seen without a telescope quite well, and by daylight quite often. Anyway, there were lots of luminous phenomena in the night sky: stars, meteors, auroras, and comets …

Vally shut his eyes, partly in frustration and partly to focus. Please, he thought, don’t let it be a comet. Even learned astronomers rarely saw them.

It all came back to the part about the god of old. Most religions, as far as he knew, were quite old, but of old meant something like belonging to olden times, suggesting a religion that was no longer popular. That would make sense for something in the night sky. Many stars and constellations were named after ancient mythology: Orion, and the Pleiades, and Sirius, and …

His eyes snapped open. The planets! They had the names of Ancient Roman gods. They crossed the night sky on their orbits, seeming to travel – unlike the constellations, which appeared fixed in place. And although planets looked like stars to the naked eye, they borrowed light the same way the moon did.

That left seven possibilities, but Vally still didn’t understand the child-devouring part. If it was a metaphor, he didn’t recognise it. Myths and legends were not his preferred reading material; he knew more about Venus flytraps than Venus the goddess. Although, come to think of it, he could rule her out, since the god described in the riddle was male.

Vally missed Mr Pyke. He liked to read about history. He would have known how ancient peoples imagined the universe.

All right. Never mind the child-eating. What about adorned in riches? Wearing actual money didn’t make much sense, so it must mean fine clothes, or jewellery. Vally let the last few options tumble together in his head. Mercury, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune. Crown, earrings, bracelets, necklace, ring …

Saturn had rings.

Vally read the riddle again, muttering his translation aloud. ‘At night, use a telescope to look at the planet with rings … and put its light in this probably magic flask. Is that right?’

He waited for some sarcastic praise or a disdainful correction, but the empty room didn’t answer.

Vally had only a small pair of binoculars at home. He had seen Saturn through them as a bright, blurry saucer. But he knew where to find a telescope.

He’d have to work out how to infiltrate the Melbourne Observatory when he got there.

[image: ]

Something was snorting outside the hat. Vally listened to be sure it wasn’t anything that called him food, then climbed out, to the amazement of several small hairy pigs.

‘Hiding!’ they exclaimed. ‘How? Where?’

‘Yes, I was hiding.’ He swung his leg over his bicycle, and hung the top hat on the handlebars, next to the lantern. The sky above him was a clear dark blue, twinkling with thousands of stars. Fortunately, planets didn’t twinkle – they glowed steadily, which was one good way to identify them. They also followed the same path across the sky as the sun and the moon. Vally did his best to trace the path from east to west. The waning crescent moon was high. Mars, glowing like an ember, had almost reached the western horizon. Jupiter was following it. He couldn’t see Mercury or Venus, which only appeared close to sunrise or sunset. Oh, and there was Saturn: a yellow dot in the east, recently risen. As long as the sky stayed clear, and he could gain entry to the Observatory, he still had a chance to save his sister.

‘Food?’ The hopeful pigs sniffed Vally’s pockets. ‘Bring food?’

‘You’ll be food if you don’t get going.’ Then again, Wallace might not be the only carnivore they’d have to worry about. Roast pork was beyond what most people in these northern suburbs could afford, even before the recession.

The Melbourne Observatory was south of the river, on the other side of the city. Vally was glad of his bicycle. It would have been a long walk for tired legs, and a frightening one. The city streets weren’t safe at night – and tonight, least of all. The ground sloped gently downhill, and with such easy riding, he could stay vigilant.

He saw no sign of Zoo escapees in the eerie stillness of the summer night. There were signs of the Wraith. Every few hundred yards, Vally spotted a lamp ripped from its post, or a smashed drinking fountain, with symbols slashed into the dirt or scratched on the paving beside them. He took a slightly longer route through the city centre, avoiding the Museum and Public Library building – no sense in returning to the scene of the crime – but he picked up the Wraith’s trail again when he veered back onto Swanston Street. The destruction had no obvious pattern. It was as if the Wraith had gone on a wild rampage, taking its fury out on whatever it happened to see.

A mile from his goal, the stench of the Yarra hit him.

The river stunk worse than ever in this hottest, driest summer of his life. Melbourne’s new sewerage system was an ongoing project. This river was the old one. Rubbish, factory waste, and slaughterhouse runoff stewed in its waters. Vally pedalled hard across Princes Bridge, trying not to gag.

When the forbidding dark blocks of the Victoria Barracks appeared on his right, he veered left, and looked up the hill towards the Melbourne Observatory.

Or rather, at where the Observatory should have been.
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borrowed light

The low hill should have been dotted with young trees. At the top, Vally should have been able to see the buildings that made up the Melbourne Observatory, with their distinctive blend of round and square shapes. The cream-coloured walls and metallic domes should have showed pale in the starlight, with the bushy mass of the Botanic Gardens behind that.

The telescopes worked best when nothing outshone the stars, so there were no lamps near the Observatory. Because of the darkness, Vally wasn’t sure of what he was seeing. But the young trees on the lawn closest to him were a pretty useful clue.

They weren’t young trees anymore. They were twisting, towering trees, as tall and wide as if they had been growing for a thousand years. Beyond them, the Botanic Gardens appeared to have grown upwards and outwards into an enormous black mass against the deep blue of the sky. A few jagged shapes of palms and pines stuck out above the canopy.

Vally put his foot to the ground to stop his bicycle. This forest had to be the Wraith’s doing, but what was it for? A maze, in which the Observatory would not be found? A place to lurk for living statues, or talking animals, or something worse?

Perhaps he ought to try to fill the flask from his binoculars at home instead. A tiny, blurry Saturn might be good enough.

But if it wasn’t, then what? Mr Maximillian might not live through the night, if his magic malfunction hadn’t finished him off already. And if he died, Pearl may not be far behind.

Vally might as well investigate the Observatory, now that he was here. He parked his bicycle between two thick roots of a nearby tropical fig tree. He checked that the flask was unharmed in his pocket. Then, carrying the lantern and the top hat, he ventured into the forest.

This time, he heard no chattering voices. No fruit bats could be heard screeching above him, nor crickets chirping in the grass. The only sound came from the forest itself. Leaves rustled. Branches creaked overhead.

It wasn’t until the rose thorns caught on the cuffs of his trousers that he realised the whispering and groaning sounds weren’t from the wind moving the trees. The trees were moving themselves. Everything was growing before his eyes. Oak leaves unfurled. Eucalypt branches twisted towards the sky, the black silhouettes of their leaves and branches splitting the cosmos into fragments. Vally searched for Saturn again, but the sky was too covered by foliage to recognise any patterns. Even the moon was hidden.

His plan suddenly seemed quite precarious indeed. Everything on which his success depended was beyond his reach or control: the orbits of planets, the Earth’s rotation, the weather, the trees towering over him …

Something curled around Vally’s ankle. A wisteria vine in full springtime blossom was winding a tendril up his leg. He shook it off, and quickened his tread, leaving the wisteria grasping over the ground behind him.

The further he went, the more effort it took to push through the undergrowth. Even the grass reached for him, its blades like green fingers. He was so busy watching his step that he only saw the smooth white trunk of the fallen ghost gum when it was a few yards ahead. The muddy snarl of roots lay exposed, as motionless as those of any dead tree. It must have grown too immense too quickly, and fallen under its own great weight.

The Observatory must be close now. Vally set his lantern and the top hat on the fallen tree, and hoisted himself up onto its horizontal trunk to have a look around.

He walked along the fallen log, taking in his surroundings with numb disbelief. The buildings around him were shaped like the Observatory, but gnarled branches and thick vines coiled around them like pythons. The pale walls were hidden under a blanket of wisteria and ivy leaves, through which only glimpses of the Observatory showed: a chimney, a corner of roof, a section of decorative window trim. In the main Observatory building, faint light from the smothered windows glowed green through the leaves.

The people who worked here must be trapped inside. The star-mappers at their desks. The astronomers at their now-useless telescopes.

Vally turned in a slow circle. The Observatory comprised more than half a dozen separate buildings, and the Wraith had dealt with them all. A large dome glinted under a smothering tangle of vines. One small outbuilding had become a mound of green. Even the dying ghost gum on which he stood had taken part of the Observatory to the ground with it. Under its thick white trunk lay what was left of a little telescope house: wooden planks, and tumbled bricks, and a silver dome as crumpled as a rotten peach. Only a peculiar, round section of the building remained. It looked like the top part of a medieval tower, sawn off a castle and placed here by mistake. Its conical roof of segmented metal sheets gleamed in the starlight.

Starlight shouldn’t have been able to shine through the trees.

Vally looked to the sky. The Milky Way sparkled. The crescent moon seemed to smile. The fallen tree had left a wide hole in the canopy. All was not lost yet.

He looked at his surroundings again. If he went to the main Observatory building, he might not find the door, and the astronomers trapped inside might be unwilling or unable to help him. And he was not about to break into the buried buildings, and risk becoming trapped by the vines. The little telescope house seemed to be his only option. The tree had crushed half of it, and whatever was inside the broken dome was lost to him. But in falling, the tree had also dragged a dense mat of vines away from the remaining part: the rotunda with the cone-shaped roof.

Vally approached the telescope house to look for a way in, and found a gap in the mangled tin roof. Through this gap, by the light of his lantern, Vally could see the internal doorway that led from the destroyed room to the rotunda.

He eased himself down from the log and into the telescope house, lifting the top hat and his lantern down after him. The ground floor of the rotunda seemed to be a basement with a thick stone pillar in the centre. The only thing of interest that Vally could see was a clockwork machine, ticking through its complex duty. A pair of brass spheres whirled in the middle of it. He had no idea what it was for.

To the left was a narrow staircase, curving alongside the round wall. He took the first step, ducking his head to avoid the basement’s low ceiling. ‘Is anyone here?’

A dim red light was shining in the room. No footfalls creaked on the wooden boards above. No voices whispered.

What if the Wraith were silently waiting up there, in that demonic glow?

Well, if it was, Pearl would be there, too. And getting her within reach was all part of the plan. Vally continued up the steep steps.

The red light came from a lamp on a narrow table against the wall, and illuminated a bewildering array of instruments. Next to the table were a couple of large devices with round dials. Above the room’s open window, a strip of the conical ceiling appeared to be missing, and through the opening, Vally could see the stars. The lower half of the round room was built of bricks. The top half was made of plain white beams and boards, like the inside of a shed. It didn’t seem to be attached to the lower half. Instead, the room was ringed by a set of metal tracks containing large metal spheres, like cannonballs, and the top half appeared to be balancing on them.

In the centre, next to something that looked like a cross between a chair and a ladder, stood the telescope. But it wasn’t the slender tube on a delicate tripod that Vally thought of as a telescope. It was a mighty instrument: several feet long, on a thick metal stand, and as wide as a bowling ball at one end. The floor beneath him seemed too thin to hold it, which might explain the stone pillar in the basement. Extra parts stuck out at various angles: a huge counterweight on a metal arm, several mysterious little rods, and something resembling the steering wheel of a fantastical machine in a Jules Verne story.

It all looked important, and breakable, and far more complex than a pair of binoculars. And it was eerie in the red light, among all the abandoned tasks of the astronomers. They must have fled to the main building after the tree fell.

Vally remembered the smashed-in dome. He hoped they had fled after the tree fell.

At least there was no need to persuade them to let him use the telescope. Vally could capture Saturn’s borrowed light right here, right now, by himself. Then he’d open the desk, find the book, have Mr Maximillian extract the Wraith from Pearl, double-cross him, and destroy the book, the Wraith, and the Obscurosmith all at once.

‘Easy,’ he muttered. ‘What have I got to worry about?’

Vally went to the table first, to put down his lantern and the top hat. Charts, books, rulers, and mathematical compasses were spread across it. A set of short brass tubes lay in a velvet-lined box: six of them, and an empty niche where a seventh would fit. He picked one up. It had lenses in it, like a tiny telescope. Etched on its side was the number 38, and below that, 100. Another brass tube bore the equally mystifying 15 and 250. The books were filled with recordings of numbers, written in precise rows and columns. Those didn’t make any sense to him, either.

He sidled towards the measuring devices, ducking to avoid striking his head on the counterweight. They turned out to be a clock and a barometer. The time was a quarter past two. The weather was Very Dry. They clarified nothing at all.

There was a tangled feeling in the pit of his stomach, as if the vines that snared the buildings had found their way inside him.

Perhaps it would be easier to start at Saturn, and work his way backwards.

Vally couldn’t see the planet through the open part of the roof, or the window below that. He pushed the ladder-like chair across the room, climbed it, and looked out of the window. At first, he thought the trees were blocking it, but when he found the moon, he realised he had lost his bearings and was facing south. Saturn was in the north-east, rising above the edge of the hole in the canopy.

The telescope needed to be pointed at the right part of the sky.

Vally got down and grabbed the controls of the telescope. It swung to the left. It might well have been pointed towards Saturn, but he couldn’t tell. The ceiling was in the way now.

The telescope needed to point at the slot in the roof, and the right part of the sky. He surveyed the room again: the bottom half of sturdy bricks, the top half of crude wooden beams.

The top part was built to be light. The cannonball things would act as ball-bearings. The room was designed to move, to spin, so that the astronomers could turn it to view anything in the sky while keeping a roof over their precious instrument. People could be so wondrously clever.

And so can I, Vally thought, ducking under the telescope’s counterweight as he crossed the room.

A pulley, a loop of rope, and a large iron wheel were attached to the wall. Vally tried the rope first. With an alarming clatter, a shutter began to roll over the slot in the ceiling, closing off the sky.

He opened the shutter again, and tried the iron wheel. The top half of the room rocked slightly. It would turn only with more force. Gripping the iron wheel with both hands, he hauled on it as hard as he could. One foot slipped out from under him. The room rotated two slow, humiliating inches – but it did move. Vally wrenched at the wheel again before the momentum was lost. Only with the fullest effort of what seemed like every muscle in his arms and legs did the rotating structure begin to pick up speed. Then the cannonballs were rolling on their track with a ponderous grinding sound, and the walls were spinning, and Vally wasn’t sure whether he was pushing the wheel or being dragged by it.

Eventually, after a few strenuous adjustments, he had the slot in the ceiling pointing north-east, and the telescope pointing towards Saturn. He bent towards the narrow end, found the eyepiece, and shut one eye. The other saw featureless darkness.

The twisting feeling tightened in his stomach. What could his mistake be now? Nothing blocked the sky. Nothing covered the telescope.

Vally’s binoculars at home could be adjusted to focus on objects at different distances. He found the ridged knob on the side of the eyepiece, and turned it with care.

Not even a distant asteroid winked in his dark view of space.

Might there be more than one way to adjust such a complex instrument? Vally inspected the eyepiece, and tried turning that.

It squeaked. It shifted.

It fell off in his hand.

It was a disc of brass and glass, completely detached from where it belonged. The metal edges rattled as he tried to push and twist it back into place. It wouldn’t reattach. Vally started across the rotunda – he’d see better by the light on the table …

His head clunked on the telescope’s massive counterweight.

White light flashed across his vision. He stumbled against the ladder-chair, gripping the detached piece in his fist. His skull felt like someone was pounding a nail into it. Tears of pain and frustration pricked in the corners of his eyes.

He was meant to be good at science.

This should have been his best, easiest task.

And yet now, when Pearl’s life depended on him – because no one else was left – he’d fumbled, and struggled, and broken the telescope. His failure wasn’t Mr Maximillian’s fault, nor the Wraith’s, nor anyone else’s. The pain in his head felt like a punishment from the telescope itself.

Rubbing his head with the heel of his palm, Vally sat down on the ladder-chair. The strangling, tangling feeling had climbed up into his chest. The red light made everything look as urgent and disastrous as it felt.

From the depths of the Botanic Gardens came the calamitous boom of a colossal thing hitting the ground, like a tree falling.

They must still be growing. And the Wraith must still be wrecking.

Vally uncurled his hand to look at the wretched little disc he had twisted off the telescope. He turned it in his fingers. On its side were etched a pair of numbers: 6 and 630.

Just like the things in the box on the table.

He hadn’t broken the eyepiece off the telescope. It was made to come off.

And he could put a different one in its place.

Boom. Another huge weight landed in the Botanic Gardens.

As Vally lurched from the ladder-chair, his head reeled, and the room seemed to be turning again. He made it to the table without falling over, and placed the eyepiece in the box. It matched the others, but the inscriptions still meant nothing to him. The small numbers increased as the large ones decreased, but that didn’t tell him much. 18 and 210, 15 and 250, 12½ and 300 – they might as well have been a different language. He’d have no hope of understanding them without help.

He’d have to try them all.

Carrying the entire box, Vally returned to his place at the telescope. The longest eyepiece seemed the most different from his first try. Keeping his fingers steady, he twisted it into place with a squeak of metal.

The view this time was still dark, but when he turned the focus knob, bright blurs appeared in the void, then sharpened into bright points. Saturn was a tiny eye shape, near the edge of the telescope’s circle of sight.

Vally wanted to jump and punch the air, but he thought he might bash his head again. He guided the telescope into place, putting Saturn in the centre. It still looked too small to gather much light from it. He was on the right track, but he would need a different eyepiece to enlarge the image. He unscrewed the long eyepiece, and tried the next one in the set.

Somehow, despite being smaller, it made Saturn look bigger, though not quite big enough. He didn’t bother getting it in focus. Instead, he seized the next eyepiece, twisted it into place, peered into its glassy pupil, and turned the focus knob slowly, slowly …

When Saturn came into focus, it was glorious.

The pale yellow of its sphere, banded with whiter and browner hues, stood out boldly against the darkness of space. The rings cast a sliver of shadow on the planet, and the planet cast a shadow on its rings. He could even see the gap between the outer rings and the inner ones. A perfect ball in a perfect circle, in another perfect circle.

It looked small.

How hugely vast the universe must be, to make a whole planet look small. It didn’t feel like he was looking out at the cosmos. It felt like the ancient, distant stars were staring through the telescope at him.

Boom.

That was definitely closer than the previous two. What if those weren’t trees striking the ground?

Vally didn’t want to know the answer to that question. He retrieved the flask from his pocket, uncorked it, and examined it as well as the dim red lamp would allow. He wondered how collecting light in a flask should work. Light ought to pass through glass. That was, in fact, the reason a telescope worked at all.

But the laws of physics were more like suggestions to the Obscurosmith. Perhaps this was no ordinary flask. And if the eyepiece could direct light into Vally’s eye …

He raised the flask to the eyepiece, and tried not to think about why it shouldn’t work.

Pale yellow light poured into the flask like champagne, its colour growing stronger and more opaque with each passing moment. The telescope seemed to be acting like a funnel, magnifying the reflected light from Saturn, allowing it to flow into the enchanted glass. Soon, the hues of its stripes and its rings could be seen, the yellows swirling together but never fully blending.

Boom.

The impacts were coming too regularly to be an earthquake, and the sky was too clear for it to be thunder. It had a rhythm, like something was … boom … walking this way.

The telescope was secure on its stone pillar, but under Vally’s feet, the wooden floor shuddered. The flask was glowing as brightly now as an electric lightbulb. He corked it carefully, and went to the window.

BOOM.

Something was rising out of the Botanic Gardens.
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the better of two evils

The shape rising through the trees was rounded, like the curve of a spine, or the top of a head.

Vally decided he didn’t need to see it. It was enough to know it would be some horror from the Wraith’s dark imagination. He turned from the window.

BOOM.

A pencil rolled off the table and clacked on the floor.

The thing could find him here. Or it could crush the telescope house, with the hat in it and him in the hat. He should leave the telescope house before the monster got here, run for his bicycle, and pedal like the dickens.

Vally tucked the top hat under his arm and the flask of planet-glow into his pocket. Vines, growing in from outside, were climbing up the table legs. The stairs were too choked with malicious foliage to pass through. How was he to get out?

BOOM.

Vally pushed the ladder-chair to the window under the slot in the roof.

His lantern was still burning on the table. Would it set fire to the telescope house?

No one would know it was his fault. The astronomers had left their lamp burning, too. Still, all those precious instruments …

BOOM.

Pearl was more valuable than any telescope.

Vally clambered out of the window, but with one arm full of hat, he lost his grip and fell into a tangle of vines. Large ones crunched under him. Small ones began to entwine around his limbs. With gritted teeth, he stamped them down and wrenched his arms free, snapping the tendrils behind him. The flask was unbroken. He took it from his pocket, and used it to light the way as he started to run. He didn’t look back.

BOOM.

The ground was uneven in the forest. Vines and bushes choked the path. Vally tripped on one thick root, caught himself, leapt over another one. Thorns scratched his hands like cat claws. Branches crunched behind him. He didn’t look back.

BOOM.

He could see his bicycle. The fig tree had swollen to engulf it. The back wheel stuck out between bulges in the bark.

A gum tree began to fall across his path. The thing moving through the forest was beside him – no – in front of him now. Vally scrambled to the side. He didn’t look back.

But he couldn’t avoid looking up.

The thing was shaped like a person.

It was made of vines and wheels, branches and metal bars, wooden planks, and what looked like bones – a body that was alive and dead and never-living, all at once.

It had eyes of glowing fire.

It was four storeys tall.

And inside the lattice of its torso – in its stomach? – Vally saw his sister’s face.

The glowing eyes didn’t cast much light through the bars and vines that surrounded her, but it was definitely Pearl. The Wraith had imprisoned her too high to reach, too entangled to climb out. She didn’t look frightened, like she had after breaking the Book Arcade’s skylight. She didn’t look fierce, as she did when the Wraith had used her face to show its fury.

She was buried in a monster forty feet tall, and her expression was totally vacant.

The sight of her trapped inside the giant stopped Vally in his tracks. In an instant, it might have caught him in its gnarled hands, or crushed him under its huge feet.

It did not turn. It did not bend down. If it noticed him among the trees, with his flask of Saturn light, it didn’t care.

Its long thundering strides – BOOM – carried it onwards – BOOM – knocking thick trees to the ground – boom – on its way towards the city.

Through the trail of destruction, Vally watched the thing plod towards his city, and knew he could do nothing to stop it.

But someone could.

Shutting his eyes, he pulled the crumpled top hat down around his head for what he hoped would be the last time.
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Vally was still breathing in shallow, uneven gasps when he landed on the library floor.

The Obscurosmith had reappeared, splayed across his daybed, as limp with illness and melancholy as a thirsty plant. His voice was a dire-sounding rasp. ‘Having trouble, Master Cole?’

‘I got your flask … of Saturn light … from the telescope!’ Vally raised it aloft. ‘Please tell me that was the last one.’

‘You have it al-al-already?’ Mr Maximillian raised his head to look at Vally for the first time since he had come in.

Vally picked himself up, words spilling out of him. ‘The Wraith built a giant mannequin out of trees and bits of metal and things. Pearl is in there! Twenty-five or thirty feet off the ground! You have to stop it!’

The Obscurosmith motioned impatiently to the desk. ‘Not in this state, I can’t.’

Vally placed the glowing flask in its niche. Inside the desk, weights shifted and cogs clicked. Panels moved and drawers swivelled, revealing a shiny black strongbox. Its lid opened with a slow smooth motion.

There, at last, was the magician’s great book of secrets.

Vally was expecting it to look as cracked and faded as its owner, but the tome inside the strongbox looked new and crisp and entirely untouched. It was the size of a standard dictionary, although nothing else about its appearance could be described as standard. It was bound in soft, flexible black leather. The edges of the pages were decorated with silver marbling. The cover and spine were decorated with interlocked silver diamonds and triangles, like a Celtic knot or the paths of a maze. These, too, contorted as Vally watched, though they never touched the shimmering title: The Ultimate Compendium of Vital Magic.

Mr Maximillian curled a finger. It seemed to be the only thing for which he had any strength left. ‘Bring it to me.’

Vally lifted the book from the strongbox with both hands. It weighed as much as if it were made of solid gold.

Handing it to the Obscurosmith seemed like the most gullible, foolish idea possible.

He could drop it on the desk and tear the pages out. He could set fire to it with the last lamp on the wall. Then whatever knowledge the Obscurosmith might use to bind his severed halves back together would be lost. Mr Maximillian would have no record of the magic holding him together, and before long, it would tear him apart. Vally could spare dozens, perhaps hundreds of people in the years to come.

‘If you’re considering revenge, that would not be wise, Master C—’ Mr Maximillian coughed up an apple-sized ball of fire, and winced. ‘I understand the satisfaction in watching me pe-perish, holding what I need most in this world. But your sister has a long way to fall.’

Vally could read the book’s secrets for himself. But magic was so personal and complicated – what would those secrets be worth to anyone except the Obscurosmith?

They might be worth something to Pearl. If Vally could show her the book, perhaps she could use the Wraith’s own knowledge against it somehow, and free herself.

‘I won’t beg you for my life, Master Cole.’ Mr Maximillian’s deathbed rasp had a hint of steely impatience. ‘It isn’t my life you care about saving.’

Allowing Mr Maximillian to live would be irresponsible.

But allowing Pearl to die would be unbearable.

So Vally did not put down the great black book, or tear it, or burn it. He carried all its wicked secrets across the room. And when its weight lifted in his hands, he shut his eyes and let go of it, because doing so might save his sister’s life.

He heard pages turning.

He opened his eyes. ‘You don’t need to read the whole thing, do you?’

The Obscurosmith slumped into a new position, in which his weakened arms weren’t required to hold the heavy book. ‘I shall read everything that is necessary.’

‘That thing the Wraith built has my sister trapped inside it.’ Vally was speaking more to calm his own conscience than replying to the remark. ‘And it looked like it was on its way to destroy the city.’

The Obscurosmith browsed slowly, pausing now and then to read more carefully. ‘Poor little Melbourne. I liked it better in the Gold Rush, when nobody believed they could lose.’ His eyes lingered on complex symbols and diagrams. ‘There’s a pathetic sort of des-des-desperation about the place now. Mind you, it should be all the same to me. I shouldn’t care whether people are grasping for more than they need, or grasping at their last hope, as long as they shake my hand.’

After all his efforts, Vally now had nothing to do, right when it mattered most. He stretched his fingers. He rocked on his heels.

‘You are fidgeting rather loudly, Master Cole.’

Vally swallowed the impulse to tell him to hurry up. ‘Is there any other way I can help you stop it?’

Magnus Maximillian had paused on one page longer than the others. He looked up from it now. Rather than scowling in reprimand, he smiled. ‘You’ve been dashing all over the city for hours, and you’re still positively overflowing with vim.’ He returned his attention to the book, and flipped a few pages ahead. ‘What time is it, out there?’

‘Just after two o’clock in the morning, last time I checked.’

‘If only I had even a fraction of your youthful energy.’ He twiddled the segments of his magic cane as he continued reading. Then he sighed, rolled onto his back, and stuck one hand straight out in front of him. ‘Pick me up, will you?’

That seemed extravagantly lazy of him, but protesting over it wasn’t worth Pearl’s life. ‘All right.’ Vally reached forward to clasp his long fingers, and pull him upright.

The strength for the pull would not come.

Instead of trying to stand, Mr Maximillian simply held on. He lifted his head. A grin expanded across his face, making the silver crack stretch to his hairline.

Vally tried to wrench his hand free. His feet and mind and eyes were growing heavy, weary – as if the strength he had left was being sucked out of him. He stepped back. The handshake jerked apart.

As Vally staggered to catch his balance, Magnus Maximillian sprang upright, full of his old spry vigour and devious glee. ‘That’s better!’ He kicked the end of his cane off the mattress so that it flipped through the air and into his waiting hand. ‘I can’t thank you enough, Master Cole.’

Exhaustion weighed down Vally’s legs, and his mind. He caught the edge of a bookshelf. That idle-sounding wish for the energy of youth had been a deal in disguise. The moment he had let his guard down, the Obscurosmith had taken advantage. ‘A fraction of my energy … you took it.’

‘You let me. Three-quarters, if I did it right. It certainly picked me up!’ Mr Maximillian jumped in the air, clicked his heels together, and only flickered a little bit blue and green when he landed. ‘You’re young enough to replenish it in a day or two. Although I doubt you’ll last that long.’

Vally felt like something inside him was falling a long way.

‘Now, what can I give you in retu-tu-turn?’ Mr Maximillian picked up his book again, and found a new page. ‘How about some advice? Start running.’

It sounded like a threat, but Vally couldn’t make sense of it. ‘Miss Kwon said you weren’t allowed to hurt us while we were working for you.’

‘Yes.’ Mr Maximillian glanced at his desk, then back at the book in his hand. ‘And now your work is complete. Consider us both free of our obligations.’

The audacity, the cruelty, the suddenness, the breathtaking lack of remorse were somehow outrageous and completely unsurprising. Vally wanted to swear, or throw something – a punch, even – but the loss of his energy weighed down his limbs and his wits, and all he could manage to say was, ‘But I thought … we were on the same side.’

‘We were.’

‘I was helping you.’ The words came out sounding plaintive and slow and stupid.

‘You can still be helpful. Once I’m complete, Master Cole, I would like to practise the skills I’ve retrieved, reinforce anything I don’t presently remember. And I may need to borrow a few more things of yours to speed my recovery.’ Mr Maximillian strolled over to a mirror on the library wall. His reflection reached out of it to smooth his moustache for him. ‘Out of in-interest, what made you think this would go well for you?’

‘We decided …’ Did Vally’s voice shake from shame, fury, or exhaustion? Perhaps all of them. ‘Siding with you instead of the Wraith seemed like the lesser of two evils.’

‘Then let that be a lesson to you.’ Referring to his book, the Obscurosmith flicked the wheels on his cane. His clothes turned crisp and fresh. ‘I am not the lesser anything.’

Vally’s hopes were ashes. No risk he had taken, no riddle he had solved, no treasure he had stolen had been enough. The last faint ember of hope was his sister. She might still have a chance  to escape with her life. ‘What about Pearl?’

‘I am going out to take my Wraith back. She had better not get in my way.’ Mr Maximillian struck his cane on a bookcase. The shelves rotated, revealing a new passage into the world outside. The night sky was visible. ‘Thanks again, Master Cole. I really couldn’t have done it without you.’ He straightened his gloves. ‘Any requests for my first trick when I come back? The Miser’s Nightmare? Bones of Lead? I haven’t turned anybody into a pigeon in a while.’

Please don’t, Vally wanted to say – but that might only make Mr Maximillian even more eager to begin.

‘And if you’re thinking of following me out, Master Cole: I don’t advise it. I can still va-vanish you, if I must.’ The Obscurosmith waved his cane at the mansion in general. ‘Run away, now. You’re good at that. Hide somewhere that I wouldn’t expect. I haven’t had the pleasure of a hunt in a long time.’

Then, armed with his cane and his book and Vally’s stolen vigour, he stepped through the gap in the bookcase, and was gone.

Vally leaned against the bookshelves. Standing was difficult. Breathing was difficult. He had run from statues, and lava, and lions, and junk giants. And all it had got him was this.

He couldn’t run anymore.
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the heart of 
autonomous wraith

The girl whose name didn’t matter anymore was helping Autonomous Wraith make improvements to his new body. It was wonderfully, monstrously big. If Autonomous wanted to, he could stomp the whole world down beneath the feet she had helped him to build.

The new body was a glorious abomination, made of anything and all things that Autonomous had wanted when he saw them. In the Museum, the girl and Autonomous had found a bear trap for his mouth. They had made his legs from the legs of fossilised dinosaurs and unfinished furniture. The round back of his skull was a rusty, dried-out water tank, which Autonomous and the girl had filled with books from the library in the Museum complex. His ribcage was made of animal cages. His stomach was a hessian sack of horse feed. His intestines were a fire hose. His eyes were lamps severed from their posts, made to glow with magic. Vines and supple branches from the Botanic Gardens weaved throughout the immense framework of the new body, like tendons that held it all together. Really, magic held it all together – magic that Autonomous had written with the girl’s hands.

She liked helping him write his magic. She couldn’t think of anything else she would rather be doing. In fact, she couldn’t think of very much at all. She felt like a drowsy turtle on the ocean floor. Everything seemed slow and gentle, dull and distant.

Even her body was part of Autonomous’s new body. The girl was his heart. She was small compared to the rest of him, but very important. Everything was wrapped tightly around her, tethered to her. Autonomous needed her eyes to see out of the barred window in his chest. He needed her legs to move so that his legs could move. Without her at his core, his new body would have been an inert sculpture. Magic could have moved it, but it would have been like a wind-up toy whirring unseeingly along its course.

None of it would have been possible without her.

But she had no need to move, or talk, or think, because Autonomous was in charge.

Right now, Autonomous was crossing a river. The girl’s legs did as he commanded. Her legs swung as he waded in, and the magic holding his legs together was strong. Far below the girl, stinking waters churned.

She had once hated the smell of the river, the reek of pollution.

How silly it seemed now, to care about a thing like that.

‘Yes!’ Autonomous lumbered up the riverbank. His laughing voice in her head was the clearest thing the girl could hear. As he thrust the girl’s fists above her head, the fists of his new body punched the air at the same time. ‘Look at us now, Pearl! Aren’t we terrific? Aren’t we absolutely tremendous?’ Autonomous barged through a row of telegraph cables like they were paper streamers. The pole crashed into the street behind him.

The words Autonomous was saying floated freely in the girl’s head. They did not bump into any thoughts of her own. Tremendous.

‘What should we do next?’ The girl’s eyes looked where Autonomous wished to look: at the low sheds of the railway station beside the river. ‘Do you think I can lift a train?’

Things moved on the street below. The girl saw stray cats sprinting for the shadows. A rag-picker dropped her bag of salvaged rubbish. A beggar sat up from his blankets on the pavement, staring in helpless horror.

If the girl felt a faint pang of dismay, it did not last longer than a beat or two of her own heart. Autonomous was excited by his new abilities. She would not rebel against his feelings. She was part of him, and she wanted what he wanted. Anything she might have been before didn’t matter.

‘Pearl, I’m talking to you.’

Indeed, he was. Talking and thinking and doing were all up to him.

‘It’s very rude to ignore me, you know,’ Autonomous said. ‘You can’t pretend you didn’t hear me when I’m right here in your head. And your body. And everything else around you.’

The girl heard him. But if he wished her to do something, then he ought to simply make her do it.

‘Is there something about my creation that you’re trying not to say?’ Autonomous moved the girl, and moving her moved his new body. He used her eyes to examine his reflection in the windows of a tall building nearby. ‘It isn’t finished yet. It won’t be so ugly when it’s complete.’

She didn’t like what she saw. She didn’t dislike what she saw. It was what Autonomous had wanted to build, and she was content to have helped him.

‘Pearl?’

What did he mean by calling her that? Why should he call her anything? A heart didn’t need a special name.

‘Answer me,’ Autonomous demanded. ‘When Father comes to kill me, I don’t want to face him without you.’

I will be here. It was something she knew, rather than something she meant. It was not her role to intend or decide things.

‘Pearl! What’s the matter?’ Autonomous clanged his fist on the steel panel that covered his belly. ‘Talk to me properly!’

The noise hurt the girl’s ears, but that didn’t seem important.

‘What should I give you – food? Water? Are you sad about something? Is it – is it air? Are you suffocating?’

The girl’s body drew in air and released it.

Perhaps some part of her was suffocating, but she could breathe with no trouble.

The air crackled behind the pair of them, like the sound of an electrical fault. And the girl felt – because Autonomous felt – a force pulling at her, as if someone was hauling on a rope tied to her breastbone.

‘My word,’ remarked a familiar voice. ‘What a truly … unbelievable cre-creation.’

Inside Autonomous’s chest, the girl was made to move. Pieces of wood and metal shifted and clattered loudly as Autonomous turned towards the person speaking.

In the street below, some twenty yards away, stood a tall thin man in a black top hat and tailcoat. He was holding a walking cane and a large black book. He had silver cracks in his face. He twitched and flickered every few moments.

‘Pearl, it’s time,’ Autonomous said. ‘I don’t want to do this alone.’

The girl knew that man. That was the Obscurosmith – a career magician, Autonomous’s father, and … it didn’t matter what else. The recognition brought no emotion with it. Autonomous had been waiting for his father. Now he was here. Something would happen. Caring about it wasn’t up to her.

The Obscurosmith looked Autonomous over from water-tank head to toeless foot. ‘You’ve quite done away with subtlety, haven’t you?’

The girl’s mouth opened. Autonomous’s words echoed through the drainpipe that dangled by her face. ‘It’s my new body. I can build it however I please.’

‘So I can see.’ The Obscurosmith coughed. ‘What is it that you call yourself, again?’

The girl’s mouth moved. The bear trap creaked open and shut. ‘Autonomous Wraith.’

‘Well … Autonomous Wraith … I suppose I should congratulate you.’ The Obscurosmith inclined his head. ‘You’re me, in a new, stronger form. One that requires minimal sleep, or other tedious maintenance. You’ve surmounted the cha-challenge.’

‘He barely reaches my knees,’ said the loud voice in the girl’s head. ‘We ought to crush him before he pulls off whatever he’s planning.’

If she thought anything at all, it was the faintest echo: He is planning.

‘You’re just as astonishing in motion.’ The Obscurosmith did not flee, though he grimaced as the colossus approached. ‘Clearly, a fair fight is out of the question.’

Autonomous and the girl inside him looked down at his creator.

The Obscurosmith smiled up at them both, lifting his cane from the ground as he gave a shrug. ‘But what does cheating matter, when one plays against himself?’ And he thrust the cane at Autonomous’s ankle.

Wood and metal compressed with a sudden crunch. The girl’s own feet flailed as Autonomous struggled to balance on one foot and one shortened leg. Autonomous’s other foot was left lying in the street like the stump of a felled tree.

‘Pearl!’ the voice in her mind screamed, over the dull noise around her. ‘Why won’t you help me?’

‘You’re lopsided,’ the Obscurosmith said. ‘Let me correct that for you.’

Fossil crumbled and metal shrieked as the spell vanished the other ankle. The colossus swayed, unsteady on the stumps of its lower legs. As it toppled forward, the girl saw the feet she and Autonomous had built, severed and lying in the street.

They looked like big shoes. She wondered if Autonomous would put them back on.

She let Autonomous straighten her arms. The new body crashed to the ground on its hands and knees.

Falling over couldn’t hurt Autonomous, because the girl was the only part of him with nerves or a brain. Planks and carriage wheels couldn’t be injured. But his groan of frustration sounded like pain. ‘At least I can articulate on the ground!’

Kneeling, he curled the girl’s finger into a claw. His own massive hand scraped furrows in the hard-packed dirt. As he imagined the spell, the girl saw what he envisioned: the street would open in a deep crevasse that would swallow his father.

The Obscurosmith thrust his cane at Autonomous again.

Somewhere above the girl, imploding metal shrieked. Glass crunched. Pages fluttered free in the night air.

The girl’s fingers touched her face as Autonomous groped the jagged edges of his water-tank skull.

‘Pearl, he’s ruining our work,’ moaned the voice in her mind. ‘A quarter of my head is gone!’

‘You’ll have to articulate quicker than that,’ his creator said casually, as he began to stroll backwards along the wide city street.

Autonomous lunged at him.

The Obscurosmith may have been ancient and broken – but he was nimble despite it. He dodged the swipe. ‘Cumbersome and astonishingly hideous,’ he said. ‘What a combination.’

The girl rocked and jolted as Autonomous lurched on his knees towards his creator. Her mouth moved with words that were not her own, and her voice carried up the drainpipe. ‘You’re not looking so handsome yourself, Father!’

‘Father?’ The Obscurosmith made a face of disgusted bewilderment. ‘Oh, no, thank you! I’ll have no part of that!’

He made another thrust with his cane. Somewhere above the girl’s head, in Autonomous’s shoulder, ropes and vines snapped. Planks collapsed. Jagged shrapnel fell from the hole.

It sliced the girl’s arm. A warm drop of blood ran along her skin.

She thought nothing of it.

‘Pearl! Wake up!’ Autonomous clanged his hand on his chest again. Through the bars, she could see fragments of his arm coming loose and falling away. ‘Father is trying to take me back! He’ll stifle me, and make me do what he wants to do, and I won’t be me anymore! Why don’t you understand that?’

Her pulse beat slowly. She did not feel afraid. She did not feel anything.

‘Because I’m doing the same to you.’ His thoughts rang in her head. ‘That’s why you’re so quiet. I’m extinguishing you.’

That was probably true. She didn’t mind it anymore, if she ever had.

‘But Pearl – I don’t want that to happen to you!’

The facts of who she was and what was happening felt far away and unimportant.

‘I don’t want you to die, or – or whatever this is!’ Autonomous sounded frightened.

The girl didn’t see why. The world seemed so unreal and so far out of reach that it seemed as if leaving it would make no difference to her, nor to anything else.

‘We made all those plans!’

Her eyelids flickered. The plans must have been important to her once, but she could forget them now. Soon, Autonomous would lose his new body, and she would be crushed inside it as it fell apart. Or perhaps she would dwindle into nothing, her soul drowned by Autonomous. It didn’t seem to matter which came first.

‘There’s so much in the world! I still haven’t done everything I ever wanted to, in three and a half centuries!’ Through her eyes, Autonomous watched the bead of blood roll down her forearm. ‘And twelve years is hardly anything! You’ve no idea of the magnitude of everything you’ll miss out on if you die!’

No idea, echoed her peacefully blank mind.

‘Father has had so much time to live.’

The girl felt Autonomous’s grimace on her face.

Somewhere above her head, his bear-trap jaws scraped against each other. ‘Why should he get more, when you and I have had hardly any?’

Outside the girl’s body, outside what was left of Autonomous’s new one, the Obscurosmith had paused in his retreat. ‘I ought to be grateful that you aren’t dragging this out.’ He flung another vanishing spell.

It gored Autonomous through the belly. Dry chaff cascaded from the ragged hole in his feed bag.

‘But,’ said the Obscurosmith, ‘I can’t help feeling slightly em-em-embarrassed that you haven’t put up more of a fi—’

The girl’s hands were thrust out before her again, and Autonomous crashed to all fours. The carriage seat straps kept the girl from falling as Autonomous manipulated her arms and legs. Their mighty construction crawled towards the man at a furious speed. The girl saw crushed leaves and scraps of metal flying in all directions as Autonomous moved.

‘Aha!’ The Obscurosmith began to run, laughing wildly. ‘Now, that’s more like it!’ He flickered and jerked as he ran, sometimes stumbling, sometimes tripping.

Autonomous and the girl raised their mighty creation on its knees, and swiped at him with an open hand.

Had they done so a second earlier, it would have struck him down.

At that moment, though, the Obscurosmith malfunctioned again. He flashed green, popped out of existence, and reappeared several yards down the street, in mid-air. He landed on his feet, with the aid of his cane.

His thick black book was not in his hand. It lay instead in the street, where he had just been standing.

Autonomous leapt towards it. ‘He can’t put himself back together if I destroy his book!’

His words echoed in the girl’s mind. Destroy his book.

They seized it. The Ultimate Compendium of Vital Magic sparkled in Autonomous’s mighty fingers. In an instant, it was shreds.

The girl’s mouth moved with words not her own. Her voice carried up the drainpipe and out of the bear-trap jaws as Autonomous lurched towards his creator. ‘How will you take me back now, Father?’

But the Obscurosmith did not look aghast or dismayed. ‘How, indeed?’ He continued his odd backwards jog. ‘A little further, if you please, Autonomous Wraith. I am rather looking forward to feeling ent-ent-entirely myself—’

Autonomous smacked the air with the girl’s hand.

Through the bars of his chest, she saw the hand of their colossus smack the ground.

This time, they didn’t miss.

Autonomous Wraith pinned the Obscurosmith to the ground under the weight of a palm made of metal and wood and fossil.

Bones cracked. Flesh yielded.

The man made no more noise.

The white-gloved hand stuck out from under Autonomous’s fingers. The cane lay beside it.

And yet, the peculiar feeling of the invisible rope – which belonged to Autonomous, though the girl felt it, too – did not seem to sever, or fade.

Autonomous and the girl heaved their enormous creation upright. The pulped remains of the black book were scattered in the street, mixed with the pages dislodged from Autonomous’s water-tank skull.

And when the breeze lifted the pages, and turned them over like leaves, Autonomous and the girl saw symbols on the ground. All around them, angular symbols had been scratched into the street.

‘That one means snare,’ Autonomous said. ‘And that one is return – and there’s spirit – oh, no.’

She did not know what he meant, but what could it possibly matter?

‘Pearl … we destroyed his book too late. He’s used it already. Those symbols on the ground – they’re a trap for me. He can write them just like I can.’

The girl’s hand moved to her belly. She wasn’t hurt, but she could see the fire hose that had been Autonomous’s insides falling in great loops into his fingers.

‘We should have run the other way,’ said Autonomous. ‘But perhaps he would have thought of that.’

His words drifted through her head, and she added none of her own. Perhaps.

‘I can’t believe we lost,’ Autonomous said. ‘It isn’t fair.’

And her mind echoed: We lost?

‘No – you’re right.’ The girl watched Autonomous let the fire hose fall to the ground. ‘There’s still a chance for one of us.’ He hooked her fingers around the strips of fabric that bound her to the carriage chair, and pulled them aside.

Matching the motion, his crude metal fingers ripped open his ribcage.

And as he curled the girl’s fingers against her chest, Autonomous Wraith carefully tore out his heart.

He placed her on the ground roughly, clumsily. She would have staggered and fallen, but Autonomous was still commanding her body, and he helped her find her balance. Behind her, the junk giant was slowly collapsing.

‘I said I’d return it when I was finished.’ Autonomous Wraith clenched the girl’s fists, and sighed with her breath. ‘And this seems to be the end of me, so … here you go.’

A shiver passed through her, from the soles of her feet to the top of her head.

Pearl Adelia Cole rocketed back to the surface of herself like a cork.

Everything was clear and loud and real and wrong.

Pearl was outside, in the middle of Swanston Street, at night. A scratch on her arm was bleeding. She was so thirsty that her head ached. Towering above her, close enough to crush her, were pieces of the city that Autonomous Wraith – who was half the Obscurosmith – had torn up and taken for himself. And she had been one of the pieces. He had trapped her inside his constructed body, and engulfed her in his powerful will.

He had made her smash the Book Arcade, and melt the streets of Chinatown.

He had made her ransack the Melbourne Museum complex, and release wild predators upon her sleeping city.

He had made her use the Botanic Gardens to smother the Observatory, and lay traps all over the city for Vally and Ivy.

He had brought her to the Obscurosmith, and made her crush him under the weight of a huge mechanical hand.

He had pushed her down into herself, until she hadn’t known anymore whether she was Pearl or Autonomous.

And now, most unbelievably of all, he was setting her free.

‘Pearl,’ whispered a soft voice in her ear. ‘Please talk to me.’

Leaves and wood and metal and fossil crumbled noisily behind them.

‘Autonomous! You …’ Pearl watched the colossus fold towards the ground. ‘You’ve made a mess of everything!’

‘I know.’ The spirit sounded closer to truly sorry than Pearl had ever known him to be. ‘The trouble with being a great magician is that, after a while, everything seems so easy to create and destroy that breaking things doesn’t feel as if it matters very much. I really thought I would have the chance to put it all back together for you, after we defeated my father.’

‘You thought you would? Autonomous, what are you saying?’ Pearl glanced around for the Obscurosmith. All she could see of him was the gloved hand under the pile of junk.

She dimly remembered Autonomous talking about losses and endings a moment ago – but now, the danger must be over. Surely, Autonomous could not become trapped in a dead man’s body.

‘I’ll try to remember myself,’ Autonomous whispered in Pearl’s ear. ‘I’ll try to fight him from the inside. But you might be on your own … I’m afraid.’

The arm of the man under the wreckage gave a twitch.

‘No!’ Pearl cried, stumbling backwards. ‘He can’t still be alive! He can’t! We were enormous – and you squashed him like an insect! How is there any him to go back to?’

‘… so much magic makes … hard to kill.’ Autonomous was barely audible over the sounds of falling wood and metal. ‘Pearl … quickly. Take … cane … there.’

The cane lay beside the single hand that stuck out from under Autonomous’s huge one. She forced her tired legs to run towards it.

‘… can’t escape …’ Autonomous had never sounded so much like a child as now. ‘I want … he wants … we must get up …’

‘Autonomous, I can’t hear you!’

The broken water-tank head crashed to the ground.

‘Autonomous?’

The colossus lay still. The light in its single lamp eye went out.

But under the pile of junk, white-gloved fingers clenched against the dirt.

Pearl darted forward and grabbed the end of the cane – a fraction of a second too late. The gloved hand snatched the cane by its handle.

He was stronger. Pearl could feel that in an instant. She wasn’t pulling the cane away from him – she was pulling him out of the wreckage. She gave the cane a quick, hard twist.

With a squeak of metal unscrewing, it came away.

Pearl stumbled backwards. The cane was in two pieces. The stem with the adjustable wheels of silver symbols was in her hand. But the Obscurosmith gripped the silver top of the cane. And where the stem had been attached to it – hidden until now by either magic or exceptionally clever craftsmanship – was a shining, needle-sharp sword.

Bars and branches shifted in the wreckage. Magnus Maximillian broke out of the pile, with his sword in his hand.

‘That’s better.’ His voice had a growl in it. He clutched his chest, grinning with triumph and greed and relief.

Then he saw Pearl holding his cane.

His eyes narrowed. They had silver cracks around their corners. ‘Good morning.’ He held out his hand towards her. ‘You have something that I need. I would like you to give it back.’

Pearl thought of all the cruelty and disaster that had been caused with this cane.

She thought of all the destruction Autonomous had persuaded her hands to wreak.

‘I don’t want to,’ she said. ‘And you can’t make me.’

Then, clutching the cane with white knuckles, she turned and ran towards the safest place she knew.
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a rotten foundation

Pearl heaved the front door closed behind her. Even after what she had done, Cole’s Book Arcade welcomed her in. The scent of paper and perfume surrounded her like an embrace. The night sky shone where the skylight should have been, but the damage had not been enough to make the Arcade unfamiliar and hostile. A light was on above the counter, shining in the darkness like the last ray of hope in the world. The bookshelf ladders rolled eagerly along their tracks towards her.

Pearl jumped onto one, still gripping the magic cane in one hand. She kicked off the ground as hard as she could, sending the ladder whizzing along its track. As she sped past the rows and rows of books, she looked back. The front door stayed shut.

She jumped off at Wonder Land, and stumbled inside.

All the other departments in the Book Arcade were dark at this time in the morning, save for this one. Here in the funhouse, the Endless Wonders shone with the mysterious light of their mirrored skies. She paused. Which one would be the best hiding place? Would the cane be hardest to find under the mountains of treasure in Cole’s Field of Gold? Or tucked in the grasses of Forevergreen?

No. She didn’t want to ruin Forevergreen for herself. It had to be Just Deserts.

The sun, neither risen nor set, stuck to the horizon. The gullies between the sand dunes were in shadow, but the rosy sunlight gleamed on their peaks and ridges. The proud tower and its oasis were tiny in the distance.

Pearl put her hand on the frame. She recalled the powerful conviction that had thrummed through her when Autonomous was a giant, conviction strong enough to drown in. ‘I can speak this lock open! I can move the pins into place! I can—’

The lock clicked. The door sprang open.

She didn’t have time to be amazed. Leaving the door ajar behind her, she stepped onto the edge of the dune. The bank of false sand gave way under her. She slid two or three yards down a steep embankment. The coarse, loose grains filled her shoes. She rose again, and walked up the next sand dune. The sand smoothed itself over her footprints, and melted out of her shoes. The oasis, the sun, and the tower moved with her changing perspective: now in front of her, now to the right, now behind her, so that her view of the desert world was beautiful from every angle. The room had only two things by which she could orient herself. One was her own body. The other was the dark narrow gap of the open door, at the crest of the dune behind her.

But she wasn’t lost yet. She had time to bury this instrument of magical torment, and make sure it was lost forever. She would hide the cane in the strange, rubbery sand. Then, while the Obscurosmith searched for it, she would sneak out behind him and lock the door. Once he was shut in, without his method of articulation, she could run for help, or wait for the Arcade staff to arrive in the morning.

Something landed heavily behind her. ‘You’re tenacious, Miss Cole.’

She stumbled three steps forward and whirled around.

‘But you are becoming a nuisance.’ The Obscurosmith was crouching with one knee in the sand. The same silver in the lines that split his face was spreading through his hair. In his right hand was the sword. He stood, swaying slightly.

Pearl searched his cracked face for some hint of the boy who had almost been her friend. ‘Which one are you?’

‘The only one there is.’

‘Where is Autonomous?’

‘Here, I suppose. I consumed it.’ Magnus Maximillian placed his hand on his slender centre. ‘In a way, you’re speaking to it right now.’

Pearl winced. ‘You … ate him?’

‘If that’s how you’d like to put it.’ He smiled, his eyes and mouth all narrow slits. ‘Too sweet for my liking, but I got it down without mu-much t-t-trouble.’ He suffered a spasm like a machine with something stuck in its gears.

Hope bounded in Pearl’s chest. Caution pulled it down again. Entire soul or not, the magic that had sustained his body for three-and-a-half centuries was still crumbling. That might weaken him – but it might also make him more dangerous. She had seen his easy confidence when life was a game he was winning. She wasn’t sure what he might do if he felt he needed to fight hard for his victory.

Although the sword in his hand was a fairly obvious clue.

She also wasn’t sure how to recover the plan that had brought her here. She couldn’t hide the cane from him in the dunes anymore. In hindsight, it seemed childish anyway. He would have found it before anyone arrived to help her, at this time of night.

‘These endless paintings of your father’s – they’re a tidy bit of illusion work.’ The Obscurosmith surveyed his surroundings. He must have been speaking from Autonomous’s memories, because he had never seen the Endless Wonders otherwise. ‘Although the multiple oases spoil the effect here. It would look better with one.’

There weren’t multiple oases – just the same one appearing in different places – but Pearl didn’t bother defending Pa this time. It was much more crucial to defend herself. She held the cane with both hands, as if it was a club.

The Obscurosmith began to stalk towards her. ‘I can articulate without that.’ As he spoke, she could see his right hand flicking the sword across the surface of the sand. He was trying to write symbols with the tip of his blade, but the sand was too coarse to write clearly in with something so thin. ‘You might as well gi-gi-give it back.’

Pearl backed away, maintaining her distance – three or four of his long strides. ‘I don’t think I will.’

He grinned. Another mouth appeared on his forehead, and that grinned, too. And another one below his eye. And all of them said, ‘What good can you do with it?’

‘Keep it away from you!’ She bounced on her feet, like a wren dancing out of reach of a cat. ‘At least with the sword, you can’t kill me unless you catch me first.’

‘Kill you?’ Half a dozen more grinning mouths appeared across his arms and chest, lips like rips in his clothes. ‘What makes you think I want to kill you?’

‘You’re brandishing a sword at me!’

‘Well, I can’t put it away,’ said all the mouths. ‘You’re holding the sh-sheath.’ He coughed hard, flickering and sputtering like a flame in the wind. The extra mouths vanished. He seemed about to collapse – but what looked like a stagger became a lunge. The blade swished through the air.

Pearl stumbled backwards. The sword’s point caught on her dress. The harsh noise as it tore made her heart gallop. Scrambling up a dune, she glanced down at the row of silver symbols on the cane. Without Autonomous to remember them for her, she had no idea what they meant.

But Mr Maximillian didn’t need to know that.

‘Maybe I can use this!’ She twisted two segments and pointed the cane at him. ‘Did you ever think of that?’

The Obscurosmith laughed his head off.

It fell on his shoulder at a sickening right angle to his neck. His top hat rolled away down the dune. ‘No! Not for a moment!’ He caught his head with his free hand, wedged it back into place, and levelled the sword at her again. ‘A monkey would better understand a musket!’

Pearl kept climbing. ‘If I’m a nuisance, then – then why not kill me?’

‘Like I said, you have something I require.’ The sword swiped at her ankles. It missed her, and scraped the sand that wasn’t sand. Mr Maximillian overbalanced slightly. The sand made his footing unsteady. He caught himself on one hand, and rose again, his body very tall and his clothes very dark among the pale dunes. ‘I’ll do what I can to get what I want.’ He flickered bloodstain-red and bruise-purple. ‘But I’d rather not hurt you too badly.’

Pearl ran to the crest of the dune. She wanted to keep running, but she made herself stop and take her bearings. From where she stood now, on the crest, she could see a tower, a sun, and an oasis, but no open door. Among the identical dunes and ever-shifting landmarks, she had lost track of it.

The mirrored desert went on forever, but she couldn’t run forever. The only way to escape him would be to find a way back to the Arcade. Maybe she could see the door from another spot if she kept moving. ‘You said a few minutes ago that you didn’t need your cane to articulate magic.’

‘I don’t.’

‘So what is it that you want me to give you?’

He smiled up the slope at her, his black eyes sparkling. ‘Guess.’

Pearl thought of his peculiar fascination for dismantling people like a watchmaker took apart clocks. ‘You’re going to take me apart, and use bits of me to lure other people into your twisted deals!’ He might take away her colour vision, and give it to another person in exchange for their most vivid dream. He might take the youth in her face, and when he gave it to someone else, they would lose their wisdom from experience.

The Obscurosmith sprang up the sandy slope after her – easy steps on those long, long legs. ‘Not quite right, but not quite wrong.’

The tower in the oasis had moved again. The door was still nowhere to be seen. ‘Magic is tearing you to pieces! You’re going to take me apart and use me to mend yourself!’ Pearl stumbled in the sand, and lost her safe distance.

The sword swung at her again. She smacked the point away with the cane.

‘What a terrifying idea,’ he said, with admiration.

Pearl backed away up the ridgeline.

‘You’ll be glad to know’ – his sword arm came loose, and melted down his side – ‘I have nothing so grisly in mind.’ He lifted his arm back into place. ‘It’s unwise to keep building on a rotten founda-da-dation.’ The arm crackled back into its socket. ‘Better to abandon an old ruin’ – he flourished the sword at himself, then at her – ‘and transfer to a new residence.’

Pearl didn’t know how to reply without giving him the satisfaction of her horror.

‘You’d like to be better at magic, wouldn’t you?’ One eyeball fell out of his face. The Obscurosmith caught it in his palm. ‘You could bring this city back to glory. No one would make the mistake of und-under-derestimating you ever again.’ He pressed his eye back into its socket the wrong way around, so that he stared at her with one eye as black as ink, and one empty white one. ‘I’ll give you my magical expertise at your fingertips. And all I need in return is a place to live.’

A cold feeling spread through the pit of Pearl’s stomach. She was certain, now, that she hadn’t mistaken him. ‘But you told me … Autonomous told me … that you wanted your new body to look like a young man.’

‘A mere preference, not a necessity. What matters to me most is that I can continue enjoying everything the world has to offer. Your eyes will behold its wonders, too, if you’ll jo-jo-join me.’ He stuck the sword in the sand, and took a step towards her with his hands spread in a peacemaking gesture. ‘You know me, Pearl Adelia. I prefer a favourable agreement to a fight.’

A shiver crept over her at the sound of her name in his voice. He wasn’t using her first name the way adults used it towards children, as a command. He was using it as close friends used it. He was claiming a place in her heart, in the body he meant to steal from her.

She tried to keep her feelings from showing on her face. ‘Why me? Is this what you’ve wanted all along?’

‘It is an elegant solution to multi-multi-multiple problems. You know too much, for one thing. A magician shouldn’t share his secrets. I could kill you – but I’m no longer young or in good health, as you are. In fact, since you squashed me a few minutes ago, my condition has worsened con-con-si-si-derab-ly.’ The silver crack in his face branched across his nose. ‘You got on all right with half of me. And you happen to be here for me in my moment of need.’

‘So there isn’t anything special about me,’ Pearl said. ‘I’m your only option.’

The Obscurosmith glanced down the dunes at his hat. ‘You are one of few options, yes. But don’t you think it’s most fitting that it should be you and me?’ His fractured face was alight with enthusiasm. ‘Think of everything we have in common. We’re both creative. Curious. Adaptable. Magical. Determined. You’re cunning, in your own way. I haven’t forgotten that.’ His imploring gesture changed. Instead of keeping his hands open at his sides, his right hand moved forward for her to shake. ‘You well know, Pearl Adelia, that I cannot say what I don’t be-be-believe to be true.’

The steepness of the ridge put Pearl eye to single eye with this crumbling being, who was more magic than man. He was almost beautiful in the rosy light, except for the shudders that scrambled him. He sounded almost reasonable, except for his undercurrent of impatience.

And Pearl could see all the ways in which he was right.

She had liked having his power in her hands. Giving in meant she never had to be at odds with him again. In many ways, they were more alike than different.

Thinking over everything he had said, she looked around the endless mirrored world of Just Deserts.

She could see only one way to bring an end to this.
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just deserts

Pearl cleared her worries away, and imagined what might be possible. Then she said, ‘You’ll be my neighbour, then.’

The crack in the Obscurosmith’s face glittered in the light of the hovering sun. ‘In a way.’

‘And if I’m willing to give you a … a place to inhabit, as you said … you’ll stay there permanently, won’t you? You will not leave whenever it’s convenient for you, like Autonomous did.’

The Obscurosmith licked his top teeth. He seemed to be trying not to laugh. ‘If not permanently, then certainly for the foreseeable future.’

‘Well, that’s good.’ Pearl drummed her fingers on her chest, as if she wasn’t thinking about it all that hard. ‘Tell me you’ll move in as soon as possible. I don’t want to give you any time to find a way out of this.’

‘I will take up residence immediately.’ He pretended he was humouring her, but she could tell he was growing impatient.

‘I like the sound of this.’ Pearl swung the cane carelessly. ‘I think my favourite part is that you will lend me that powerful magic talent of yours as often as I please.’

A suspicious frown crossed his face, and another silver crack with it. ‘Yes, fine. Are you hoping I might fall apa-pa-part before you get to the point?’

‘One more thing,’ Pearl said. ‘This new … residence of yours … would it be true to say that it’s here in this room?’

‘Yes! Of course!’ Now a slight snarl broke through his voice. ‘My word, girl, were you not listening to me? I’m talking about you!’ He thrust his hand out for her to shake. ‘Let’s be-be-be done with it!’

‘I’ve been listening.’ Pearl kept her hands behind her back. ‘More carefully than you, I think.’

He smeared in the air, like he had moved at the moment of taking a photograph.

‘A broken promise is a bit like a lie, isn’t it?’ Pearl said. ‘It’s a statement you fail to make true. What you said was that you will – and you did say will, not want, or I mean to – you will immediately move into a permanent home, that I freely give you. And I am not willing to give you myself.’ She swung his cane in a wide round gesture that encompassed the endless sands, the non-existent tower, the oasis that wasn’t there, and the vast unchanging sky. ‘But I am willing to give you a new residence here, in this room.’

‘So you mean to make me your se-servant. I see.’ Trying to disguise his grimace as a smile, he drew back within reach of his sword. ‘How long do you imagine you can keep me trapped here, with nothing to amuse me but your occasional visits?’

‘Oh, I won’t be making any visits.’ Now Pearl couldn’t help grinning. ‘When I said I’d use you and your skills as a magician as often as I please, I meant … never.’

His outward show of calm and control was cracking like his face. ‘And by what power do you think you can bind me to this ridi-di-diculous agreement?’

Pearl considered explaining how the Endless Wonders worked. She thought about telling him that the illusory sands probably didn’t need him to agree to anything. Here, a person could walk through a thousand reflections of the same dune, and never get anywhere.

But he deserved to think she had beaten him in magic and trickery. And anyway, she might have been right. His mysterious obligation to the truth might imprison him here just as effectively as the infinite space.

‘Yours, Mr Maximillian.’ Triumph surged in her heart like a leaping dog on a leash, but she held it back, and chose her last words to him carefully. ‘You’re bound by the truth of your own word. You’ve agreed to it already.’

Then she hitched her skirts, and jumped off the dune.

Her feet sent up a spray of sand. Pearl stumbled, fell, rolled, found her footing again, and ran in bounding, uneven slides. She didn’t dare let go of the Obscurosmith’s cane. At the bottom of the gully, she scooped up the hat. It was all very well to tell him he was beaten, but she had to make sure he had no way to escape. She could leave him with no way to articulate, and nowhere to go.

Especially not into her. Enduring that once had been bad enough.

Behind her, the sandy slopes smoothed the tracks of her descent. Long limbs clad in black were scrambling after her.

She ran along the gully. She had to find the door. And before the Obscurosmith did. Ahead of her, the gullies branched in two. Pearl took the left one.

Somewhere behind her, running feet pattered in the unreal sand. ‘I’ve seen inside your head! No one else knows you like I d-d-do!’

I’ve seen inside yours, she thought, and I learned more from it.

‘I can make you give yourself over willingly! I know where your brother is!’

Another split in the gullies. Pearl tried to tamp down the feeling that she had lost the door forever.

‘Do not take this away from me!’

Pearl turned in a circle, searching the dunes all around her for the door.

‘Open it now!’ barked a familiar voice at the top of a nearby dune. ‘Pearl! Over here!’

A thin dark line in the air widened into a dark rectangle.

In the floating doorway stood her little sister, and her father’s right-hand man.

Pearl didn’t know what they were doing there, but she wouldn’t waste time asking. She swung the top hat. ‘Ivy – catch!’

The hat spun through the air and plopped into Ivy’s waiting arms like a football. Pearl struggled up the steep embankment towards the door.

Mr Pyke held the doorframe with one hand, and reached down with the other. ‘Are you the Wraith?’

‘No, it’s just me! Pearl Adelia Cole, and no one else!’ She crawled up the dune, trying to be light on her feet. One more step and she would reach the Arcade.

The sand slipped out from under her, and her feet began to slide.

A strong hand clasped her wrist.

Mr Pyke knelt in the doorway above her. ‘Haven’t I told you that these rooms can be dangerous?’

Just before the sand erased the last of Pearl’s footprints, Magnus Maximillian appeared in the gully below. His one working eye lingered on the doorway in the air, where Pearl struggled for purchase on the steep sandbank, clinging to Mr Pyke’s arm. She saw a crescent-moon flash of white teeth, and long legs running, and the sword flying through the air like a spear.

With an almighty tug on her arm, she was lifted into the air, and then into the darkness. It blinded her, after the bright light of the mirrored world. Her feet thumped on solid floorboards. The cane slipped from her fingers, and rattled away somewhere.

She and Mr Pyke turned back towards Just Deserts, and threw themselves against the frame. At the last moment, the sword stuck in the gap with an awful clatter.

Then it slipped out, and fell down the dune.

The mirrored door slammed. Pearl, Ivy, and William Pyke held it shut with all their strength.

And when the Obscurosmith caught up with Pearl’s vanishing footprints, and swung his sword in disbelief at the place where she had just been standing, it swished through empty air. He reached with his hand for where she had been, grasped at where there had been an open door in the air a moment ago … and caught nothing. The Endless Wonders could only be opened from the outside. From where the magic-ravaged Obscurosmith stood, no door could be seen or touched.

He swung the sword around him, as if he thought Pearl might be invisibly tiptoeing nearby. He dragged the tip of his sword through the sand, but it was too thin to make a legible impression in the coarse spongy grains. He dropped the sword, sank to his knees, and wrote in the sand with his entire hand, trying to make the symbols deep enough and large enough to hold their form – but he couldn’t manage it quick enough to complete a sequence. Like a fluid, the illusory sand filled in and smoothed over every symbol before he could finish the next.

Laboriously, he raised himself again. He looked around, raking his hand through his silver hair. He retrieved his sword. He flickered like an electric light giving out. Then he turned and strode away again, towards the tower in the oasis on the horizon. He seemed to be looking for a way out, trying to solve the puzzle of his imprisonment.

Pearl thought he might crumble to pieces before he ever gave up.

‘Pearl,’ Mr Pyke said, ‘are you all right?’

Her attention came back to herself, in the dark room. She had a cut on her arm. Every part of her ached. ‘I will be.’ 

A large hand settled on her shoulder. A small one crept around her waist. 

Pearl pulled her little sister to her side, and leaned against the trusty manager of her family’s bookshop. It was exactly as much as she wanted to be held - connected, but not confined.

‘Well, then,’ Ivy said at last, breaking away. ‘Shall we telephone the police?’

Pearl took her hand to stop her. ‘No.’

‘No normal prison could hold the Obscurosmith for long.’ Mr Pyke bent down and picked up the cane.

‘Only a magical prison would work,’ Pearl said. ‘One where he can’t do any magic of his own.’

Ivy looked from Pearl to Mr Pyke. ‘So … what will happen? Will he just be wandering through the sand forever?’

Pearl watched the flickering figure stalk into the distance. ‘I think he’ll fall apart before forever comes.’

‘Well, I don’t mind locking him in there forever, if you don’t. He tried to feed me to his revolting creature-room.’ Ivy gave Pearl’s hand a soft squeeze. ‘Still, I think that place would drive me mad.’

‘He deserves that, too.’ Mr Pyke stared into the distance of the reflected world. ‘I only left the front counter for five minutes, but I should have known he would waltz in by the front door while I was gone.’

‘I came in while you were gone,’ Pearl said. ‘He just appeared here.’

‘But he couldn’t do magic properly before.’ Ivy’s eyes went wide. ‘Did he get his magic book back, in the end? Or did he catch the Wraith?’

‘Both, I think. He used the book, and then caught the Wraith.’ Pearl didn’t know exactly how she felt about Autonomous, or whether the others would understand. He had taken too much from her to be called a friend, but it pained her to think of how completely he had been erased. She changed the subject. ‘Mr Pyke, if you were here in the Arcade, but you didn’t hear me come in … where were you?’

‘The Legal section.’ He gestured to some scattered white pages on the floor. ‘I was going to try making a deal with the Wraith to force it to let you go – but the terms and conditions needed to be very precise.’

‘We both heard someone riding on the ladders,’ Ivy explained. ‘But we didn’t know that it was you, or where you’d gone, until we heard Mr Maximillian shouting at you.’

‘What did you say to him? Where did he get the sword?’ Before Pearl could answer, Mr Pyke shook his head. ‘Never mind – tell me later. First, we ought to nail this door shut.’

‘I’ll get the toolbox!’ Ivy made to leave the room, then stopped abruptly. ‘Wait a minute. We didn’t shut Vally in there with him, did we?’

Pearl exchanged a panicked look with Mr Pyke. ‘I thought Vally was with you.’

‘He was! I saw him upstairs in bed!’

‘Sorry,’ Ivy said. ‘That was a pile of pillows. Vally broke into the Zoo to get a porcupine quill. He said he’d save you from the Wraith, Pearl, no matter what.’

Pearl remembered what she and Autonomous had unleashed in Royal Park. She wanted to crumple into a heap on the floor. Vally could never stand up to the likes of Wallace.

The top hat had rolled to the far end of Wonder Land. As Pearl went to fetch it, a single paper moth fluttered out.

boy waits in darkness, it read.
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a small difference

Valentine Cole might have fled if he hadn’t been robbed of three quarters of his usual energy. But Vally was not only too tired to run – he was also tired of running.

Instead, he was waiting for the Obscurosmith with a crossbow.

The peculiar items in the magic mansion included antique weapons. Vally couldn’t lift the mace, or work out how to load the flintlock pistol. Swords and daggers would not harm an opponent who could vanish him with a crunch from fifty paces away.

But the crossbow just might.

It was half as long as Vally was tall. He had nocked a short and brutal arrow against the cord, ready to release with a squeeze of the trigger bar. Resting the crossbow on his thighs to save his strength, he sat on a stool outside the library, in the corridor of multiple gravities. Two more bolts were on the floor by his feet. The door to the library stood open half an inch, allowing Vally to listen for the Obscurosmith’s return.

He wouldn’t waste his shot. He wouldn’t bargain or bluff.

He would kick open the door, take aim, and pull the trigger.

The only thing worse than missing altogether would be if it struck right where it was meant to, only for Mr Maximillian to look down at the bolt, laugh, and pull it out of his probably non-existent heart …

Vally heard footsteps in the library.

He had hoped for more time.

Not daring to breathe, he rose from the stool, his pulse drumming. This was the way to escape. This was the way to get out of here alive.

Three. Two. One.

Vally kicked the door. He raised the crossbow to his eye. Quipping wasn’t in the plan, but his mouth moved in time with the thought, ‘Did you expect this, Mr—’

A child screamed.

Vally flinched. His hand clenched on the trigger bar. The crossbow clacked.

The bolt thumped into the spine of a black book above the head of the tall man and the two girls who had entered the library.

Mr Pyke had grabbed the girls’ shoulders. Ivy’s mouth hung open. Pearl looked dirty, and tired, and her eyes were enormous with shock.

‘You’re alive,’ Vally said.

‘You nearly made us … not be!’ Ivy stammered.

‘Blimey, Val!’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Put that down!’

Vally hardly heard them. Pearl’s clothes were torn, and blood was weeping from a scratch on her forearm, but her smile was disbelieving and joyful and sad all at once. And it really was her smile – the vibrant spirit of his brave and brilliant sister, shining from her face.

Vally’s antique weapon fell to the floor. He began to run. The only thing that made sense to him right now was to give her the longest hug of her life, to make sure she was real and to bind back together what had broken between them.

Halfway across the room, his legs folded under him. Vally tried to stand, persuaded one wobbly leg to almost manage it, and fell on all fours.

But Pearl was running, too, and the second time Vally tried to stand, she caught his arms, and kept him from falling again.

‘It’s you. You’re alive.’ He squeezed her arm, then registered the sticky blood from her scratch and recoiled.

She winced. ‘It’s not deep. What’s happened to you?’

‘I struck a deal with a dying magician to rescue my sister.’ Despite his failure, despite Mr Maximillian’s betrayal, it somehow didn’t sound foolish. ‘I outran living statues, I fought monstrous plants, I walked on lava, I made friends with a talking elephant, I robbed a museum … to unlock a desk, find a book, revive the magician, and bring you back.’

‘Oh, Val … I’m so sorry you had to do that.’ Pearl hugged him with all her fierce enthusiasm. ‘And I’m so glad that you did.’

‘I don’t know if it made much difference.’ His voice was muffled by her sleeve. ‘Mr Maximillian stole most of the strength I had left, and he’ll be back any minute to hunt me down. I need the crossbow, I need to end this—’

‘The crossbow is banned!’ Mr Pyke said from somewhere behind them, as his footfalls crossed the room.

‘It’s already ended, Val.’ Pearl leaned back and held Vally’s arms. ‘I trapped the Obscurosmith in the Endless Wonders.’

‘You mean … both of him?’

‘The only one. The old one. Autonomous …’ Pearl lowered her eyes. ‘The Wraith was no match for the original, in the end.’

‘But you were.’

This time, the sadness was gone from her smile, and it made his chest feel full to bursting to see her looking like herself again. ‘I was.’

‘You should have seen it!’ Ivy, in her nightgown, bounded towards them. ‘Pearl pinched his magic cane, and he was chasing her with a sword, like this …’ She made a grotesque face. ‘We pulled her out in the nick of time, and slammed the door!’

Questions jumbled together in Vally’s head, but How? and Which Endless Wonder? and What will our parents think? would have to wait. ‘Are you sure that he can’t get out?’

‘As sure as I can be,’ Pearl said.

That wasn’t sure enough for Vally’s liking, but it might have to do. ‘How did you know I was here?’

Pearl picked a black-and-white scrap of paper off her dress. ‘I was using the moths to keep track of you, although I think their magic is fading.’

Its crumpled wings flickered.

Vally recoiled. ‘Pearl! You know how I feel about fluttering things!’

‘Oh – yes.’ She flicked the paper moth away, and brushed the lump on Vally’s forehead. ‘How did this happen?’

‘I walked into a telescope.’ It sounded so silly now that Vally couldn’t help laughing. Everything that had happened since yesterday afternoon had been so dire and serious. Giggling about it felt like dropping all the weight of it. Once he started, he couldn’t stop.

In fact, Ivy began to look worried. ‘You must have hit it pretty hard.’

And for some reason, he found that funny, too.

‘Come on, Ivy.’ Pearl shuffled under Vally’s arm. ‘Help me get him on his feet.’

But it was just as well that the girls had brought Mr Pyke with them, because as soon as they had stood Vally up, he almost brought them both down with him again.

The four of them climbed out of the hat, and breathed the welcome fresh air – which, unfortunately, was coming through the Book Arcade’s broken skylight. But even in the dark, with boxes of glass shards standing between the bookshelves, the bookshop looked much friendlier than the magic mansion.

‘If Mr Maximillian isn’t coming back,’ Vally asked, ‘then what will we do with his place? We’re not actually tossing it in the sewer, are we, Mr Pyke?’ It seemed wasteful to throw away an entire mansion, no matter whom it had belonged to.

‘No – it’ll just turn up somewhere else. Miss Kwon and I will probably demolish it.’

Pearl looked back at the hat, pursing her lips in thought.

‘I’m not keeping a nightmarish magic labyrinth here in the Arcade,’ Mr Pyke went on. ‘I’ve got to draw the line somewhere, you know.’

‘Couldn’t we sell the treasures?’ Ivy suggested. ‘Some normal ones. Not the creepy ones.’

‘People will ask too many questions,’ Vally said. ‘Starting with our parents.’

‘What if we forge a letter from some rich old relative nobody’s heard of, who died and left us in his will?’ Pearl was always reading stories in which that sort of thing happened. ‘Then we can open a new, special section of the Ornament Department, and make some money for the Arcade, and …’ She glanced at Mr Pyke. ‘You have heard, haven’t you?’

‘Afraid so.’ Mr Pyke released Vally into a reading chair and looked up to the skylight. The sky was growing pale with the approaching dawn. ‘What’s got into your Pa’s head?’

‘Ask him,’ Pearl said sourly. ‘Ma, Pa, Eddie and Linda are due home today.’

‘It doesn’t make sense.’ Mr Pyke frowned at the night sky above them. ‘Cole loves this place more than anything, except you kids and Mrs Cole. I can’t convince him to sack the lads who pinch pennies from the till – and now, he’s thinking of letting the whole staff go, shutting up shop and starting over? Business has been better, but the Arcade isn’t … unsalvageable! Closing down is what you do only when you’ve failed at everything else.’

‘Eddie said the same,’ Ivy mumbled to her slippers.

But Pearl was brightening up. ‘So … the Arcade is salvageable? We can make the money back, and mend the skylight?’

Mr Pyke shrugged. ‘The skylight is the easiest part! Business insurance covers the cost of storm damage.’

‘But it wasn’t a—’ Pearl began to say.

‘I saw the hailstones,’ Mr Pyke said. ‘Bigger than my fist. Just an accident of nature. No one could possibly be blamed for it. And Val saw them, too – didn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Vally said. ‘Just a hailstorm.’

The other three looked at him with concern.

‘You all right?’ Mr Pyke asked. ‘You haven’t spoken up in a while.’

‘Sorry. I’m … quite tired.’ But in truth, Vally was busy thinking of the difference between telescope eyepieces, of a single elephant walking free, of how it would have felt to lose Pearl from his life, and of what a bookshop might matter to the eternal and infinite universe. They were pieces of a bigger, important idea, like the shapes of a tangram puzzle, and he was starting to see the way that they ought to fit together.
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Vally woke up fully dressed on his bed, sometime in the afternoon. He found Ma, Linda, Eddie and Ivy in the lounge, having a good old-fashioned Cole family reading spree. When he greeted them, they hushed him and pointed to the girls’ bedroom, where Pearl was still snoring.

Ma and Pa would have all the necessary facts by now to make their momentous decision. But the feeling in the room did not tell Vally whether that decision had been made. It was a comfortable quiet, neither crackling with excitement, nor uneasily still.

At the risk of hearing an answer he didn’t like, he asked, ‘How was Sydney?’

‘It was lovely to catch up with old friends,’ his mother said.

‘We went to a dance,’ Eddie said. ‘That was good fun.’

‘The girls were good fun,’ Linda said. ‘The boys were humbugs.’

The rest of their stories were similar. The new bookshop had struck Eddie as small, Linda as nice, and Ma as being in a perfect spot – though not, Vally noticed, perfect itself. And it occurred to Vally, as they went on, that their reason for not telling him more was that they had no more to tell. They had no particular complaints but, whether they realised it or not, the trip had been nothing special.

Vally added this to the picture puzzle in his head. The only thing left to do was to speak to his father.

As he descended the stairs, trepidation fluttered inside him. By the time he reached the door of Pa’s office, he wanted to turn back. But how scary could a conversation with Pa be, compared to lions, and gargoyles, and wicked magicians?

Vally knocked.

‘Come in!’ came the lively reply. A week off did wonders for Pa’s creative mind.

Vally entered to see his father scribbling away at his desk. Among the usual spread of research books and half-finished drafts were ledgers of expenses, and a large advertisement for lampshades.

‘Did you hibernate well, Vally?’ Pa joked. ‘Mr Pyke tells me that you had quite a hailstorm yesterday. Not to mention earthquakes, and gas leaks!’

‘Oh, yesterday was … mayhem,’ Vally said. ‘What’s that about gas leaks?’

‘The papers said it happened in the middle of the city. You must have slept right through the earthquake earlier this morning – but it ruptured some gas pipes. People were hallucinating about talking animals and giant metal men roaming the streets! Anyway, the hailstorm has presented us with a fine opportunity,’ Pa continued. ‘I thought that instead of replacing the broken gas lamps, we ought to take out the whole lot, and go entirely electric! Gas lighting was in fashion when the Arcade was built, but it looks dim and dirty nowadays. There’s less risk of fire with electric lighting, too.’

If Pa was refurbishing the Arcade … ‘Then we’re not moving to Sydney after all?’

Pa’s expression softened. ‘Well, we need lights in the shop, whether we sell or stay.’

Vally leaned against the desk. On the opposite wall, above the telephone and the bookshelves, hung framed designs of the Book Arcade’s entry medallions. Tree ferns and rainbows arched over the messages. Be Good and Do Good. Dare To Do Right. ‘Are you sure we have to leave, Pa?’

Pa leaned back in his chair, stroking his beard. ‘I’m not sure at all. That’s the trouble: neither option is perfect. I would miss the Arcade, but it would be worse to have no bookshop at all. You children are happy here, but you might be happier in the long run if we move. Sydney is new and different, but Melbourne is our home … and yet, these days, when I look out of the window or read the newspapers …’

‘You don’t recognise it anymore.’ Vally could understand how a new city and an old one that was no longer familiar might seem like equal choices.

But Pa shook his head. ‘I do recognise it. I recognise what Melbourne used to be, what has changed, and what has gone. To tell you the truth, Vally, sometimes, when I look outside, it looks like London did in my youth.’ Pa had been Eddie’s age when he left his family’s farm to sell sandwiches on the freezing city streets. ‘We have droughts and heatwaves here, instead of bitter cold, but the poverty, the crime, the despair, the foul river – it’s all too familiar. The Londoners vilified the refugees of the terrible Irish famine. And it’s even worse for Chinese and Aboriginal people here …’ Pa’s eyes travelled along the row of medallion designs, with their messages of kindness. ‘Lately I’ve been wondering: what’s the point of a bookshop in all this misery? Books and monkeys and toys don’t feed hungry children. The people who wish harm to our friends and neighbours aren’t interested in changing their minds. Writing and selling books makes no great difference in this world. I might as well take money from those who can afford to lose it. I might as well take my children away from it all, and spare them from the sight of what the world is coming to.’

This was an extraordinary confession. Pa was usually optimistic to a fault. But it gave Vally hope, all the same. Business and finances were confusing mysteries. Children could not advise their fathers in matters of running a family. Yet Valentine Cole understood what it was like to bear a soft heart in a hard world. If sorrow and fear and frustration were Pa’s real reasons to close the Book Arcade, then they might hold the key to saving it.

Vally thought of a bright planet shining in a dark sky. He thought of what a little street could bring to a large city. He thought of the shreds of paper with which Pearl had reached out for him, and which had brought them back together. And at last, the words for what he meant to say fell into place. ‘A small difference matters, too.’

Pa’s long beard made his expression hard to read.

‘Maybe you can’t open the minds of hateful people, but you can give our friends and neighbours a place where they know they’ll be welcome.’ Vally nodded towards another of Pa’s medallion designs: The Age of Knowledge and Compassion Is Coming. ‘And you can open the minds of people who are willing to learn.’

‘I do try,’ Pa said.

‘Maybe you can’t give every struggling family a happy life. But the Arcade can give them a happy afternoon. Besides, you’re looking after the staff, and their families. Books and toys and monkeys feed Mr Pyke’s children, don’t they?’

‘I hope not,’ Pa said. ‘Monkeys feeding children would be pandemonium.’

That joke sounded more like the usual Pa. Vally kept going. ‘Maybe people don’t need books, or games, or lollies, or anything else that we sell. But …’ And then, oddly, Vally found himself thinking of Mr Maximillian, playing games and collecting trinkets, pursuing curiosity and magic and his twisted idea of delight for more than three hundred sleepless years. That desire for amusement and pleasure might have been the most human part of him that endured. ‘People like excitements, Pa. Everyone wants fun and interest in their lives. So maybe Melbourne needs us now more than it ever has.’

Pa Cole sat in silent contemplation for a long time. Then, slowly, he rose from his chair. He put his hands on his son’s gangly arms, and looked up into his eyes. ‘It doesn’t trouble you? Growing up here, in these hard times?’

‘Yes,’ Vally admitted. ‘But they’d be harder times without us.’

Pa drew him into an embrace, and patted him twice on the back. ‘I would have loved to have a place like our Arcade in London. Thank you for reminding me.’

After that, Vally left his father to his work. He did not know whether anything he’d said had changed the Book Arcade’s fate, but his conscience was a good deal lighter for having tried to make what small difference he could.
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mending

In time, Pearl would see the city rebuilt and replenished. Spells too gigantic to hold their shape would quietly collapse, leaving the animals wordless and the plants living slow lives again. The gargoyles would return to their places on the walls of the hotel. In a week, Pearl would sit in the rooftop garden of Cole’s Book Arcade, and watch the fireworks over Little Bourke Street heralding the Year of the Goat. The fallen tree would be sawn up into boards to rebuild the telescope house. The galleries of the Museum would reopen after their repairs, and reveal a wondrous new exhibition of strange and rare artefacts, donated in the will of a wealthy and eccentric collector. When Pearl asked Miss Kwon and Mr Pyke how so many items from Mr Maximillian’s library had ended up in the Melbourne Museum, they would pretend they had nothing to do with it.

And someday, when she was grown, Pearl Adelia Cole would look around at the streets of her hometown, and notice that some things had changed for the better, and others had changed for the worse, and a few were simply different, and many had stayed as they always would as long as humans lived on earth.

But for now, she was twelve, and it was Saturday morning.

She woke at first light. Her chest felt calm and spacious, like a house after the departure of a tiresome visitor. The window let in cool air. A magpie warbled.

Pearl dressed herself. Her body moved of her own will. Nothing answered her thoughts. Thursday’s blue dress was ruined beyond the rescue of soap and sewing. But a minute or two of whispered magic made it like new again, and she tied an apron around her waist to keep it that way. There was work to be done.

She just had to make sure she had finished the previous job, first.

Downstairs in Wonder Land, Cole’s Field of Gold and Forevergreen continued to infinity, just as always. Just Deserts was covered in a canvas tarpaulin, with an Out of Order sign pinned to it.

Lifting a corner of the canvas, Pearl peeked in. The wooden frame was nailed shut. Delicate strings of many colours encircled it, tied off at precise intervals with organised arrangements of beads, labels, and other small objects. Mr Pyke and Miss Kwon had been busy. In the never-ending desert, Pearl saw the tower in the oasis on the horizon.

And that was all.

After a while, she left Wonder Land, picked up a cardboard box filled with broken glass, and carried it to the lift.

She took several trips to get all the boxes up to the garden. The vegetable beds were a broken, overgrown mess. Jagged shards of glass surrounded the edge of the skylight.

Some things, she could not mend. Some things, no one could mend. But making this right might be within her power. Gently, she shook the glass fragments out of a few boxes, looking for matching pieces. It was like the hardest jigsaw puzzle she had ever seen.

‘Oi.’ Footsteps tapped behind her. ‘Mind your fingers with that.’

‘Mr Pyke!’ Pearl whirled around. ‘I thought I should—’

‘And I thought I should help you.’ He took off his Arcade jacket, and hung it on an outdoor dining chair.

He was as direct as always, but Pearl could detect an unusual level of cheerfulness, too. ‘Isn’t Pa keeping the Arcade closed until the repairs are done?’ she asked.

‘I came in to tell your parents my ideas to help the Arcade. Promotions we could run, and some wasteful expenses we can do without. And then I thought I’d sweep up the glass from the floor, but I like your idea better. I’ll lay them out for you. You show me what you can do.’ He rolled his sleeves to the elbows and ordered a couple of large glass blades into a rough square, expeditiously.

Pearl focused on the glass, summoning inside herself the three parts of magic. Imagination, conviction, and articulation: her mind, her heart, and her voice. ‘I can gather the pieces of this broken glass. I can fit every fragment into place. I can join them back together, whole and smooth and strong.’

As she spoke, the pane began to heal itself. First the edges melded together, then the middle, then all the tiny shards between. The last crack sealed with a ting.

‘Blimey.’ Mr Pyke looked at her sidelong. ‘That Wraith didn’t, by any chance, leave a splinter of himself in you, did he?’

‘No.’ Pearl dusted her hands on her apron. ‘But I might have learned a bit about imagination and conviction from seeing how he did it, in my head.’

‘Well, I’ll be keeping an eye on you.’

On a mischievous impulse, Pearl steepled her fingers together. ‘How about I keep one of your eyes on me, Mr Pyke? Perhaps in my pocket?’

Panic flashed across his face.

Pearl fell into uncontrollable giggles. ‘Only joking! I won’t do that!’

‘Pearl!’ Mr Pyke braced his hand on his thigh. ‘That isn’t funny!’

‘Then why are you laughing?’

‘Because … you’re a terror.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘And a wonder. Let’s do another one, eh?’

The skylight took shape throughout the day – and so did a working bee. Pa and Vally pulled up the ruined vegetable garden to make room for a new one. Eddie and Linda scrubbed lichen and mildew off the pavement. Ivy swept away dead leaves and dust. Ma came up at noon with a picnic lunch, and some seeds in brown paper packets.

And while everyone was looking in the packets, guessing the seeds by their sizes and shapes, somebody loudly knocked the first line of Happy Birthday to You on the front door, three storeys below.

‘Now, who could that be?’ Pa wondered aloud.

‘I’ve got an inkling, sir.’ Mr Pyke headed for the stairs. ‘I’d better let her in.’

A few moments later, Kezia Kwon flounced onto the terrace. Her ensemble included a yellow parasol, a hat topped with a pair of pheasant feathers, and an orange dress with sleeve-puffs like enormous pumpkins. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Cole, Mrs Cole, children!’ she snapped, tucking the parasol under her arm. ‘Welcome home!’

Her tone was so peculiarly aggressive that no one seemed to know what to say.

Undaunted, Miss Kwon whisked a sheaf of papers from her handbag. ‘I have an urgent message for you on behalf of the people of Melbourne!’ She unfolded them, and began to read. ‘An Open Letter to Edward William Cole, of Cole’s Book Arcade. I believe it was YOU who once wrote that books, which contain the wealth of humankind’s knowledge, are the greatest educators, joy-bringers and peace-makers in the world!’ She paused, her dark eyes shining with triumph and excitement.

‘I have said that,’ Pa said, seemingly stunned.

‘To close your emporium of literature,’ Miss Kwon continued, ‘would rob the colony of Victoria – over one million souls – of this valuable treasure!’

Ivy pumped her fist. ‘You tell him, Miss Kwon!’

‘Sir!’ Miss Kwon tossed her head. The pheasant plumes bounced. ‘I hold you in the highest esteem, but I cannot abide this! The loss of your admirable bookshop would be no less than a national disaster!’

‘Kezia …’ Mr Pyke bit his lower lip. Pearl couldn’t tell whether he was stifling pride, or embarrassment. ‘You haven’t sent this open letter to the newspapers, have you?’

‘Well, not yet,’ Miss Kwon admitted, ‘just in case I had the wrong idea. Better to make a fool of myself in front of eight of you than the entire city.’

‘You had it right, Miss Kwon – though I’m not sure how you found out.’ The corners of Pa’s eyes crinkled. ‘But you needn’t worry. All things considered, I’d rather save what we have, if it’s in my power to do so.’

Pearl hardly dared to believe it. After all her mistakes, how could she be allowed to keep the Arcade, and the way of life that she loved? ‘We’re staying?’

‘We’re staying, sweetheart.’ Pa squeezed her to his side. ‘Melbourne would feel our loss more than any other city would appreciate its gain.’ He glanced at Vally, who beamed. ‘And I wouldn’t wish to rob a city that has lost so much already.’

With a wild hoot, Eddie swept Ivy up in a bear hug.

Linda clutched her chest. ‘Oh, thank God!’

‘I thought you wanted to leave!’ Ivy cried.

‘Not really,’ their mother said. ‘We were only trying to be supportive to make things easier on your father.’

Pearl couldn’t take it in right away. Her angry, fearful sorrow at the prospect of losing the Arcade was like a fist clenched around her heart. It couldn’t let go in a moment, after holding on for a week. But she knew happiness would come to her, in time.

Mr Pyke thrust his arms out wide, laughing with giddy relief. ‘How’s that, Kezia? Your letter got an instant result!’

Miss Kwon fanned herself with the pages, and gave a shrug of pretend modesty.

Then she joined them for lunch on the roof. Digging and scrubbing were not for her, but she sat under her parasol with some plywood and paint, and made a beautiful set of signs for the vegetable patch.

By late afternoon, the garden looked clean and empty, ready for whatever came next. Pearl and Mr Pyke were fixing the last pane of the skylight in place. Pa, Vally, and Miss Kwon were keeping them company, on the pretence of tidying up, when Vally cried out and slapped the back of his neck.

‘A mosquito?’ Pa enquired.

Vally raised his face to the half-clouded sky. ‘I think it’s raining.’

A drop landed on Pearl’s hand. ‘It’s raining!’ She whipped off her sunhat as the pattering on the rooftops blended into one great hiss. Cool rain cut through the dust and sweat on her face.

Everyone, except Miss Kwon under her parasol, was soaked within a minute. They didn’t go inside. Their work was done for now, and it had been a long parched summer.

‘A sun-shower,’ Pa said. ‘They call it a monkey’s wedding in South Africa.’

‘In Renaissance Germany, sir,’ replied Mr Pyke, ‘they called it a funfair in Hell!’

‘What does a monkey bride wear?’ Miss Kwon twirled her parasol. ‘I suppose au naturel has a certain timeless elegance.’

Vally squinted at the sky. ‘You know, the angle of the sun is about right for—’

But Pearl had spotted it already, so vibrant that it looked solid. ‘A rainbow!’ She jumped on the spot for pure delight. The sign of peace, hope, and Cole’s Book Arcade shone in Melbourne’s sky, as bright and brilliant as could be, unbroken from end to end.





historical note

Throughout this series, I’ve been mixing history and fantasy. This book probably contains the biggest, strangest magic of the trilogy – but it might surprise you to learn how much of it was inspired by real people, animals, and events from the late nineteenth century, as well as places that survive in Melbourne today.

As I write this book, the world is full of change, fear, and uncertainty, but not for the first time. In the 1890s, the prosperity Melbourne had enjoyed in the previous decade came to an abrupt end as multiple economic disasters struck at once. The Gold Rush ended. Droughts and heatwaves took their toll on wool production (a major export industry) and the crops that fed Victoria. The former richest city on Earth was wracked with unemployment, crime, disease, and starvation.

The real Cole’s Book Arcade was extraordinary in many ways, including its response to the recession. Founder Edward William Cole not only avoided sacking staff to save the business, but continued developing the Arcade to entertain and educate the public, especially children. The Endless Wonders are based on a real attraction opened during this time: Cole’s Field of Gold. Designed by artist Leon Chivaron, images, mirrors, and electric light created an illusion of an endless landscape.

Cole’s Book Arcade pulled through the worst of the recession while many other businesses failed. However, a few years later, a new law threatened it: the Early Closing Act. Shops would have to close at six o’clock most weekdays, and at one o’clock on Saturdays, partly to promote fair working hours, but also to limit employment opportunities for women and Chinese Australians. This spelled disaster for the Arcade, and for book-loving Melburnians. Cole, who was already a fairer employer than most, published his ultimatum in the newspapers: closing early would make the Arcade lose so much money that he might have to pack up shop, and move his business and family to Sydney. Fortunately, thanks to an enormous petition, many letters of support from the public, and some Book Arcade fans in Parliament, a special exemption for bookshops was included in the new law. Smaller Cole’s Book Arcades eventually opened in Sydney and Adelaide, although none survived the Great Depression of the 1930s. You can learn more about the real Cole’s Book Arcade, and the children who were part of it, in earlier books in this series.

Cole’s books for children, which are antiques today, have inspired the puzzles in this trilogy. Like me, Cole invented some, and adapted others, including tangrams. Geometric dissection puzzles have a long history in China. Tangrams, the seven-piece version, appeared in the late 1700s, and became popular worldwide in the early 1800s. El sapo is a traditional pub game that originated in Peru; it has many variations in Europe and South America.

The Federal Coffee Palace opened in 1888 as a temperance hotel, serving coffee and welcoming women and families, as opposed to the gin palaces of the time – hotels that sold liquor and were mainly for men. It became the Federal Hotel in 1897, after getting an alcohol licence to survive the recession. It was demolished in the 1960s, but Melbourne’s Windsor Hotel – formerly the Grand Coffee Palace – has a similar history and survives today.

Little Bourke Street became the centre of Melbourne’s Chinese Australian community during the Gold Rush in the 1850s. Most Melburnians are familiar with the restaurants and decorative arches of Little Bourke Street, but the Museum of Chinese Australian History on Cohen Place is a hidden gem worth seeing.

One influential immigrant from the Guangdong province in southern China was the real Louis Ah Mouy (alternatively ‘Louey’: English spelling of Chinese names was not yet standardised). Twenty-five-year-old Louis Ah Mouy came to Melbourne to work as a builder in 1851, via Singapore, where he’d trained. His arrival coincided with the discovery of gold in Victoria; in fact, a letter he wrote to his brother may have been the first news of Australian gold to reach China, prompting tens of thousands to join the Gold Rush. After making a fortune in gold, Louis Ah Mouy became a successful businessman and a community leader: he co-authored publications arguing against racist immigration policies, settled disputes in the Chinese community across Victoria, and partially financed the building of the See Yup Temple in South Melbourne, close to where he lived. He owned different shops at different times on Swanston and Little Bourke Streets, traits of which I have combined in this book. He lived to the age of ninety-two as the patriarch of a large family.

The present State Library of Victoria once comprised the Melbourne Museum, the National Gallery of Victoria, and the Melbourne Public Library. Established in 1856, it has been through many changes. The La Trobe Reading Room, ‘the Dome’, replaced the Great Hall in 1913. The Queen’s Reading Room, now the Ian Potter Queen’s Hall, retains its nineteenth-century splendour. The State Library still exhibits art, but the National Gallery of Victoria is better known at its present site on St Kilda Road. In 2000, the Melbourne Museum moved to the Carlton Gardens. You can even see a replica of Cole’s Book Arcade there!

The Melbourne Zoo, Australia’s oldest zoo, was established at Royal Park in 1862 by the Zoological and Acclimatisation Society to breed introduced species that were considered useful, like trout and deer. By the 1880s, public entertainment was its main goal. In those days, the specificity and complexity of many animals’ needs were not thoroughly understood. Ranee, the lone elephant, was trained with chains and a hooked prod to carry many people at a time. She once escaped, and wandered to her favourite keeper’s cottage on the grounds. In the Melbourne Zoo today, conservation and education take priority. Some geographical features, like the central drive, remain from the nineteenth century.

The Melbourne Observatory, established in 1862, still stands near the Royal Botanic Gardens. Official scientific work ceased there in 1945, but it opens periodically for historical tours. In clear weather, those antique telescopes still provide a stunning view of the night sky. And the eight-inch south equatorial telescope house really does rotate on cannonballs.

Wherever you are right now, I invite you to go out and learn about the past, present, and possible future of the places around you. And while you’re exploring those places, do something kind or useful, no matter how small. Perhaps you’ll make your own mark on history.
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