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            CHAPTER 1

            Which is Mainly Boring, until right at the end

         

         This story begins on a perfectly ordinary day. Sorry about that. We’ll get to the Flying Castle and the Tower of Punishment and the Bridge-Riddler and the Penguin Gate and the Midnight Witch later. But for now, it was a perfectly ordinary day, and Philo was a perfectly ordinary boy. Well, of course, there was the funny name (which rhymed with high-low), and some people said that he had too much imagination, and some people said he had too little. I’ll leave you to decide on that. But for the moment, Philo was an ordinary boy who lived in an ordinary house, and it was raining.

         The rain clitter-clattered against the windows as though it wanted to get in, and there was a rainy smell that was somehow sneaking into the house; the 2smell of mud and puddles. Aunt Harriet and Uncle Harry, with whom Philo lived, wanted to go to the seaside to see if it was raining there too, and they wanted to set off at 8:46 ON THE DOT.

         Uncle Harry and Aunt Harriet liked to do everything ON THE DOT. They talked about it so much that Philo used to imagine a little black dot on which everything would be done.

         ‘Not a minute before and not a minute after,’ said Uncle Harry. ‘Being early is as bad as being late.’

         ‘Not a second before, darling, and not a second after,’ said Aunt Harriet. ‘It’s got to be done ON THE DOT.’

         And that made Philo wonder. Because if you couldn’t be a second early or late, then why not half a second? Or half of half of a second? Or half of half of half of half of half of a second?

         And you could go on forever like that: halving again and again and again. The dot would get smaller and smaller and smaller, until, eventually, it would be impossible to do anything On The Dot because the dot would be so unbelievably small that you wouldn’t have time to blink.

         And then you wouldn’t be able to do anything.

         And then you’d be stuck.

         Aunt Harriet and Uncle Harry had planned the 3trip to the seaside very, very carefully.

         ‘We shall set off at eight forty-six a.m. precisely,’ said Uncle Harry.

         ‘We shall drive for one hour and thirteen minutes,’ said Aunt Harriet.

         ‘Then we shall get out and look at the view for seventy-two seconds,’ said Uncle Harry.

         ‘Then we shall drive for another two hours and twelve minutes,’ said Aunt Harriet.

         ‘By which point it will be time for sandwiches,’ said Uncle Harry.

         ‘Sandwich time,’ said Aunt Harriet.

         The problem was that Philo could never quite remember the schedule, and whether it was four minutes seventeen seconds to eat the sandwiches or seventeen minutes and four seconds to do up your seatbelt. And there never seemed to be an hour for dilly-dallying or shilly-shallying or pretending to be an explorer.

         That was what Philo longed for. He longed for strange adventures and monsters of the forest and perilous journeys with a faithful friend, and daring escapes and mysterious letters arriving from an unknown land. But there was never room for any of that in the timetable; and anyway, Philo had never received a mysterious letter from an unknown land. 4
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         In fact, he had never received a letter at all. There had been a time when he had crept downstairs early in the morning to check. But there was never anything for him. And even if there had been an invitation to adventure, he knew that there wouldn’t have been time.

         ‘Four minutes!’ called Aunt Harriet.

         She didn’t really need to. It was easy to tell the time in that house, because although the house was perfectly ordinary in most ways, there was one funny thing about it: it was full of clocks. Alarm clocks, carriage clocks, digital clocks, cuckoo clocks, balloon clocks and banjo clocks; all tick-tocking, beep-beeping and chiming the hours.
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         6But Philo was standing next to the one clock that didn’t keep time properly. It was a great big tall grandfather clock made of dark oak with a high white face like the moon, and a little door in the front. It was Philo’s favourite, because it had belonged to his parents. But it was always wrong. No matter how many times Uncle Harry adjusted it and Aunt Harriet told it off, it wouldn’t tell the right time.

         They’d set it to three o’clock exactly and go away and make a cup of tea, and by the time they came back it would be claiming that it was five past ten. Sometimes Philo was sure he had seen it going backwards, and sometimes he’d heard it chiming in the middle of the night, which wouldn’t have been wrong in itself, clocks are meant to chime every hour. But Philo had heard it chiming thirteen, and clocks should never chime thirteen.

         That’s why Aunt Harriet and Uncle Harry had banished the grandfather clock to a dark corner behind the stairs. And that’s where Philo was. He was gazing at the big white face like the moon, when, quite without warning the narrow oak door at the front opened, and a strange little creature poked its head out, gave Philo a funny look, and asked ‘Are you the King?’
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            CHAPTER 2

            In which Philo meets Mr Spronkel

         

         It’s not every day that a little creature looks out of a grandfather clock and asks you whether you’re the king. In fact, it’s very few days. In fact, this is the only day I’ve ever heard of when that particular thing happened. Philo was so surprised that he didn’t know what to say.

         ‘Three minutes!’ called Uncle Harry.

         Also, the creature was rather peculiar to look at. He was a bit like a giraffe, and a little like a human, and rather like an elephant, and almost exactly like a monkey, and very like a rabbit, and not at all like a duck.

         And he was wearing a suit.

         Or at least he seemed to be wearing two suits of different colours both at once, and at least three 8ties, and he had handkerchiefs coming out of every pocket and a shiny black shoe on one foot, and a shiny brown shoe on the other.

         He didn’t look frightening to Philo, though. Perhaps because he was so little. He only came up to Philo’s shoulders. And he had asked ‘Are you the King?’ in a polite sort of way, as though he were a little lost, and maybe a little bit impatient.

         Philo didn’t know what to say.

         Above them, the grandfather clock was ticking. The hands were pointing at ten to three, which made it look as though the clock was smiling. Or smirking.

         Philo felt that he had to say something, and the only thing he could think of to say was the truth, so he said it (very slowly).

         ‘I’m … not … the … King.’

         ‘That’s a pity,’ said the little creature, and in an instant he had jumped back into the grandfather clock and shut the door.

         All was normal again. The rain was pattering on the windows, the clock ticked. Philo was almost inclined to believe that he must be imagining it. He was sure that nobody would believe him if he told anybody what had happened. Uncle Harry would say ‘Tosh’. Aunt Harriet would say ‘Fiddlesticks’, and everybody at school would call him a lying liar. 9

         Philo reached his hand towards the little door in the clock. And then he decided not to.

         ‘Two minutes!’ called Aunt Harriet.

         Then, suddenly, the little oak door opened again. The creature jumped out, looked at Philo, and said, ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Of what?’ asked Philo.

         ‘That you’re not the King.’

         ‘Yes. I mean … I think I’m sure,’ said Philo.

         ‘Hmmm,’ said the creature. ‘Well if thinking is a half and sure is a whole, then thinking you’re sure must be half of a whole, which is half. So that’s no good. But I suppose that if you were sure that you think you’re not the King that would be a whole of a half, which is the same as half of a whole. So we’re back where we started, wouldn’t you agree?’

         Philo tried to understand what the creature had just said. But he couldn’t.

         ‘Do you ever wear a crown?’ asked the creature.

         ‘No.’

         ‘Sit on a throne?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Dole out just laws to your grateful subjects?’

         ‘No.’ Then, so as not to seem rude he added: ‘I’m Philo. It’s pronounced like high-low, but with an F sound.’ 10

         ‘Hmmm …’ said the creature. ‘Then it’s becoming increasingly unlikely.’

         ‘I’m sure I’m not the King.’

         ‘Disappointing, very disappointing, but I suppose I should have known that. No crown, after all. No regal bearing.’ He looked around. ‘We’re not in the Flying Castle are we?’

         ‘No,’ said Philo.

         ‘No it’s not the Flying Castle or no we’re not not in the Flying Castle? Because if we weren’t not in the Flying Castle, then it would stand to reason that we actually were in the Flying Castle, and then the King would be here.’

         ‘This isn’t the Flying Castle,’ said Philo. ‘Definitely.’

         ‘How very disappointing. Oh well, it looks like it’s going to be one of those days when I’m disappointed. I don’t like those days. I much prefer the ones when I’m appointed. But thank you for your time. If you do see the King, I mean if he should suddenly turn up, could you tell him that Mr Spronkel wanted to see him?’

         ‘Are you Mr Spronkel?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Of course,’ said the creature, ‘or at least I think so, which is just as good as knowing when it comes to your own name. After all, if I think I’m Mr Spronkel, then who’s to say otherwise?’ 11

         ‘Perhaps the King,’ said Philo.

         ‘Perhaps, but he’s not here, which means he must be somewhere else. Must dash. Adieu. Farewell. So long. So short. Goodbye.’

         As he said these words his head sank and his shoulders sagged and his face grew sadder and sadder. But now, all of a sudden he jumped back into the grandfather clock and slammed the door behind him.

         ‘One minute!’ shouted Aunt Harriet.

         The clock ticked, the rain lashed the windows.

         Philo couldn’t help himself, he reached for the oak door, which he had never looked behind, and tried to open it.
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            CHAPTER 3

            The Room of Signs

         

         Philo pulled the little door in the front of the grandfather clock, and to his surprise it opened quite easily. In fact, it seemed to start opening before he even touched it. Then it was the simplest thing in the world to step inside, and the little door closed quietly behind him.

         Philo found himself in a very strange room.

         The room had twelve sides, and a big dome for a ceiling. There were no windows at all, and yet the whole place was full of sunlight. What’s more, the floor was covered in grass with white daisies and yellow buttercups scattered here and there. In the middle of the room was a big wooden table and an enormous armchair covered in cushions. Philo thought he had never seen such a comfortable looking chair in all his life. It looked like the perfect place to sit all afternoon eating sweets and daydreaming and generally being 13snug. But then he saw that above it was a large sign saying:
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         ‘Well what’s the use of that?’ thought Philo. ‘Having a chair as comfy as that and nobody allowed to sit on it.’

         And then he saw that there was a sign next to the table as well. It said:
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         It seemed to Philo to be a bit unfair that only he wasn’t allowed to use the table. And then he wondered what would happen if somebody else read the sign. Because if somebody else read it, then he, Philo, would be other people.

         But before he was able to think all this through, he noticed lots of other signs, each on a pole posted into the green grass of the floor. And they all said strange things: 14
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         And that seemed even sillier, because if the sign were missing, then you wouldn’t have the sign to tell you that the sign was missing … so …
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         ‘Oh dear,’ thought Philo, because he just had. But there didn’t seem to be any policemen about, so he was probably all right. He looked at the sign next to it, which said:
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         And the next one said:
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         15And the one after that said:
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         Philo rushed past that one to the far side of the room. There he found another little door, just like the one that he had come in by, and on it, in bright orange letters, were the words:
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         ‘Well that’s easy to do,’ thought Philo, and he opened the door and stepped outside, where he saw something very frightening indeed.
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            CHAPTER 4

            Mr Spronkel and the giant

         

         There are an awful lot of doors in the world. There are doors in walls, in cars, in cellars and sewers, there are doors in castles and doors in case of emergency. There are doors in trains and doors in planes and doors in steam ships. But the door that Philo had just stepped through was in the side of a tree.

         It was a neat little door and painted bright red. It even had a brass door-knocker, just like a proper front door. But it was in the side of a tree trunk, just a little way above the ground, and the tree was on the top of a hill.

         It was a pleasant hill, covered in grass and flowers, and it was a lovely day, and the sun was shining, and the air tasted of strawberries and happiness, and it would all have been utterly delightful, apart from One 17Thing; and that One Thing was a big, angry giant who shouted: ‘Let’s fight!’

         The giant was so tall that Philo didn’t even come up to his knees. He had a big angry beard and a big angry face and big angry hands, which were clenched into big angry fists.

         ‘I quite agree we should fight,’ said Mr Spronkel, who was so very much smaller than the giant that Philo hadn’t noticed him at first, ‘but first we should decide what the winner gets so we know what it is we’re fighting for. The King would know, but I couldn’t find him.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ said the giant. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ Then he noticed Philo. ‘Who are you?’

         ‘He’s not the King,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘That’s who he is. I checked.’

         ‘Oh,’ said the giant despondently. ‘That’s a shame, that’s a terrible shame. The King would know what we were fighting for. The King knows everything. That’s why he’s king.’

         ‘Why are you fighting,’ asked Philo, ‘if you don’t know what you’re fighting for? And …’ here Philo looked at the huge, frightening giant and the tiny Mr Spronkel. ‘Why are you fighting at all?’

         ‘Well, of course we’ve got to fight,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘You see Og here,’ and he gestured to the giant, ‘has taught me how to fight. He’s been giving me lessons 18for absolutely weeks. He’s taught me punching and kicking and hitting …’

         ‘And chucking people off cliffs,’ added Og.

         ‘And pinching and poking …’

         ‘And hurling people over things.’

         ‘And now I know everything there is to know about fighting.’

         ‘A complete education.’ Og nodded.

         ‘And I promised,’ said Mr Spronkel, ‘to pay Og a shiny gold coin after I’d won my first real fight.’

         Here, Mr Spronkel took out a shiny gold coin and tossed it to Philo, who just managed to catch it.

         ‘That’s exactly what we agreed,’ said Og. ‘A moneyback guarantee. If you don’t win your first fight, you don’t have to pay me.’

         ‘It was a deal,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘I see,’ said Philo, although he was a little confused. ‘So where are you going to have your first fight?’

         ‘Right here,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Right now,’ said the giant.

         ‘You see for my first fight, I’ve challenged Og. And we’re going to fight for the gold coin.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Og.

         ‘And if I win,’ said Mr Spronkel, ‘then I get to keep the gold coin. That’s the prize. Now don’t you think that’s fair? The King would think that’s fair.’ 19

         ‘I suppose so,’ said Philo.

         ‘And if I lose,’ continued Mr Spronkel happily, ‘then I get to keep the gold coin, because the deal was that I only had to pay Og if I won my first fight. That was the deal.’

         ‘But …’ said Philo. ‘You mean that if you win you get the gold coin and if you lose you get the gold coin.’

         ‘Precisely,’ said Mr Spronkel with a big smile on his face.

         ‘No, no, no, no, NO!’ shouted Og. ‘That’s not fair.’

         ‘I think you’re right,’ said Philo.

         ‘Good!’ said Og, and he gave Philo a big smile. Then he glared at Mr Spronkel. ‘You see? Mr Not-The-King agrees with me. If I win the fight then I get the gold coin, BECAUSE I WON.’

         ‘I think …’ said Philo, but the giant cut him off.

         ‘And if I lose the fight then I get the gold coin, because if I lose that means you’ve won your first fight and if you’ve won your first fight then I get the coin BECAUSE THAT WAS THE DEAL.’

         ‘But …’ said Philo, and then he trailed off because he had got a bit confused. It seemed that whoever won got the gold coin, and that whoever lost got the gold coin, but that would mean that they were both right, which couldn’t be right.

         ‘If only the King were here instead of in his Flying 20Castle,’ said Mr Spronkel wistfully. ‘He’d know what we were fighting for.’

         ‘The King knows everything,’ agreed Og despondently.

         ‘But we’ll never get to the Flying Castle,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Let’s fight now,’ said Og, ‘and we can decide what we were fighting about afterwards.’

         And he bunched up his huge, hairy hands.

         ‘Okey-dokey,’ said Mr Spronkel and clenched his tiny little fists. ‘Unless …’ he turned to Philo. ‘Do you know who should get the gold coin?’

         ‘If he knows,’ said Og, ‘why’d he be keeping it a secret?’

         The giant raised his giant arm menacingly.

         ‘Well,’ said Philo carefully (because he didn’t want to get hurt), ‘according to the deal the gold coin should go to the loser of the fight, so …’

         ‘So … what?’ asked Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Yeah! So what?’ said Og.

         But Philo didn’t reply. He was much too busy gazing at something, something extraordinary that was flying towards them through the sky. 21
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            CHAPTER 5

            In which the Flying Castle is observed

         

         If you asked most people what the best kind of building in the world was, they would say a castle. Of course, there’d be some who had a different opinion. There usually are. There would be people who’d say that the best sort of building was a palace or a prison or a barn or some such. There are probably some eccentrics who’d tell you that the best building in the world is something odd, like an oast house or a panopticon or a silo.

         But the right answer is castle.

         It has to be a proper castle, of course, with parapets and battlements and turrets and crenellations and towers and a keep and arrow slits and oubliettes, and at least one working drawbridge, and some secret tunnels and lots of spiral staircases, and a few 23mysterious towers that might contain princesses, but might just as easily contain dragons, and the only way to check would be to go there with a sword and shield and look for yourself. That’s a Proper Castle.

         What Philo could see, and the reason that he was no longer paying any attention at all to Mr Spronkel and Og, was a Proper Castle. It had all those things – the turrets and parapets and stuff – but it was even better, because it was flying.

         It’s a rule in life that everything looks better the farther up it is. A castle on top of a mountain looks better than a castle down in a hole. Even something ordinary, like a dog or a postman, would look magnificent if it were flying. People would come and stare and say, ‘Look! It’s a flying postman.’

         And what Philo had seen was a flying castle.

         As it came closer, he could even see how it was flying. All around the bottom edge of the castle, there were strings and ropes and cables and they were attached to hundreds and hundreds of birds. There were eagles and owls and crows and robins and pelicans and flamingoes and every other sort of bird you could name, all screeching and hooting and cawing and twittering and singing and flapping their wings to speed the castle through the morning sky.

         But Og and Mr Spronkel hadn’t noticed the castle. 24They were still looking at Philo, and Og was even saying something that Philo could barely hear about how he might as well fight the boy as well and if the boy were that rude he’d beat him like an egg and then mash him like a naughty potato.

         ‘Look!’ said Philo, ‘It’s a fly …’

         ‘I’ll swat you like a fly!’

         ‘… ing castle.’

         ‘A what?’

         ‘A Flying Castle.’

         Og and Mr Spronkel looked, and everything changed immediately. Mr Spronkel started jumping up and down and waving his arms and shouting ‘Your Majesty! Your Majesty!’ But it didn’t have much effect, as even when Mr Spronkel jumped as high as he could, he still wasn’t as tall as Philo, and Philo was only a child.

         But then Og started to jump up and down as well. Each leap was high enough that, if Philo were fast enough, he could have run straight under the giant without bumping his head. And when Og landed there was a great THUD! and the whole hill shook so that Philo could feel the thud coming all the way up through his legs.

         Og was waving his huge arms and screaming ‘Your Highness! Your Highestness!’ in the loudest voice that Philo had ever heard. 25

         ‘Shout louder!’ shouted Mr Spronkel.

         ‘YOUR MAJESTY!’

         ‘Jump higher!’ shouted Mr Spronkel.

         ‘I CAN’T!’

         ‘Then climb the tree!’

         Og turned and started scrambling up the tree. Great boughs and branches came off in his hand and little twigs and sticks got stuck in his beard as he tore up to the very top. When he got there he planted his giant legs among the highest branches and the whole tree swayed from side to side as he stood up straight and waved his arms.

         ‘YOUR MAJESTY, WE’RE ABOUT TO HAVE A FIGHT AND WE NEED TO KNOW WHAT FOR!’

         ‘TELL HIM WE’RE LOYAL SUBJECTS,’ called Mr Spronkel. ‘KINGS LIKE THAT. WE’RE LOYAL SUBJECTS.’

         ‘WE’RE SOILED OBJECTS!’

         ‘LOYAL!’ shouted Mr Spronkel. ‘LOYAL SUBJECTS!’

         ‘WE …’

         But already the Flying Castle was passing overhead, and Og’s voice could hardly be heard among the hoots and screeches and chirrups of a thousand birds. Og swayed dangerously trying to reach up to the vast 26edifice above them, but even on top of the tree he was not tall enough.

         The tree swayed under the giant’s great weight. It creaked, a horrible jarring noise that could be heard despite the birds and despite the roars of the grasping giant. It swayed from one side to the other, like a man trying to carry a suitcase on his head.

         Then it fell.
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            CHAPTER 6

            The King’s last note

         

         Usually, when a tree falls down it does so in one particular direction. It starts by pointing straight up, and it ends by pointing straight across.

         That’s because, usually, when a tree falls down it doesn’t have a giant standing on top of it. Giants don’t usually stand on top of trees, or on top of anything for that matter, because usually they’re quite tall enough as it is. Dendrologists (which is the proper name for people who know a lot about trees) say that angry giants account for less than a millionth of one per cent of total deforestation, and even when an angry giant does pull down a tree, it’s usually an angry giant beaver who needs the tree to make a dam.

         When this tree fell down it didn’t end up on its side, instead it collapsed and shattered into a thousand little bits. There was nothing left but a great pile of boughs and branches and sticks and twigs and leaves, 28while the Flying Castle glided gracefully away into the blue morning sky.

         Philo and Mr Spronkel were lucky to escape the hail of wood and leaves that scattered out in all directions. Og did not escape, instead he landed right in the middle of it with a very loud ‘Ouch!’.

         ‘Oh, look,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘There’s the door.’

         And there it was. Lying at Philo’s feet. The red door that had been sitting so neatly in the trunk of the tree. Now it was lying broken on the green grass.

         ‘But …’ said Philo, and he could feel something beginning to scrunch up, right at the bottom of his stomach. ‘That was the door that leads home. Now … now I’ll be late.’

         Philo hadn’t thought about the trip to the seaside at all. It had all been so strange: the Room of Signs, the giant, the castle. But now he couldn’t think about anything else. He was late. He was worse than late: he was lost.

         Whatever it was that had been scrunching itself up was now doing somersaults. He had been worried enough about getting muddled and forgetting his sandwiches. This seemed much worse.

         ‘Oh, you might not be,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘You never know. You might never get back. And that would mean that you definitely weren’t late. I think 29there’s an old proverb you know: better never than late. Or something like that.’

         ‘But I’ve got to get home,’ said Philo. ‘I absolutely have to.’

         Home can seem awfully boring sometimes. And sometimes people dream about getting away to strange lands and distant skies. But that’s because you could always come back. As soon as you can’t get home, it’s the only place you want to be.

         He looked at the spot where the door had been, now it was only empty air just beside where Og was shouting ‘OUCH! OUCH! OUCH! OUCH! OUCH!’

         The somersaults had turned into cartwheels.

         ‘Oh, there’ll almost certainly be another way. There usually is. Wasn’t there another door in that funny room? That’ll be it. It’s just a question of knowing how to get to it. And there’s one person who always knows things like that, one person who knows all the secret ways and crafty corridors. All you need to do is ask him.’

         ‘Who’s that?’ asked Philo feeling some hope in the sadness.

         ‘The King!’

         Mr Spronkel was smiling. He seemed perfectly sure that he had just solved the problem. Philo looked 30up to where the Flying Castle was now just a dot in the blue sky. In fact, it might not even have been the Flying Castle. He couldn’t tell any more.

         ‘And the King is in the Flying Castle?’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘How often does it land?’

         ‘Oh, it never lands.’

         ‘Never?’

         ‘Never ever. Oh, come along,’ said Mr Spronkel cheerfully. ‘Everybody knows that the King used to live in his castle in Lowercase City, being a good and just king and giving wise laws to his loyal people. And I hardly need to mention that one day, without any kind of warning, the castle flew off in the middle of the night. It goes utterly without saying that the people didn’t even know that it had gone until they woke up and found that where the castle used to be there was nothing at all. And it would be wasting my time and yours too if I were to inform you that the royal castle has been flying around ever since, and that it never, ever lands.’

         Philo was still gazing at the sky, even though he couldn’t see the castle any more. It had vanished into the bright blue distance.

         ‘Perhaps,’ said Philo, ‘perhaps the king has been kidnapped.’ 31

         ‘Impossible,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘He left the famous note.’

         ‘A note? What did it say?’

         ‘It said:
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         Mr Spronkel sighed. ‘A king and a poet.’

         ‘Ouch,’ said Og, but more quietly this time.

         ‘What’s the Penguin Gate?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Oh everybody knows that. It’s the … Penguin Gate.’

         ‘Is it very difficult to get to?’

         ‘Not at all,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘Not at all. It’s very well signposted. Lovely spot. On a big plain. But everybody knows that.’

         ‘Does it really lead to the Flying Castle?’ 32

         ‘That goes without saying.’

         ‘Can you take me there?’

         ‘Easily,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘When would you like to go? I’m not doing anything much next week.’

         ‘Next week?’ exclaimed Philo. He’d often been late, but he’d never been a week late before. He didn’t even know whether a whole week counted as ‘late’. Perhaps there was another, bigger word for it.

         ‘I need to get home as soon as possible, please,’ said Philo.

         ‘As soon as possible?’ said Mr Spronkel, and Philo could tell by his face that he was thinking very hard. ‘That would be Friday … no, tomorrow … no, this afternoon actually … no lunchtime … or …oh.’

         ‘Oh what?’

         ‘Well, if my calculations are correct, as soon as possible is right now.’

         And with that Mr Spronkel started to walk down the hill towards a little path that led into the trees.

         ‘Is that the path?’ asked Philo.

         ‘It must be,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘The Penguin Gate isn’t here. Therefore we can logically deduce that it must be Somewhere Else. That path leads from here to Somewhere Else. So it must lead to the Penguin Gate. I should have thought that was obvious.’ 33

         They were hurrying down the hill now, when they heard Og shouting.

         ‘Oi, come back here! Come back here and fight! I want to fight!’

         ‘I think we ought to hurry,’ said Philo.

         ‘Very well,’ said Mr Spronkel, and he broke into a run.

         ‘COME BACK HERE!’ shouted Og. ‘YOU’VE GOT …’

         But they never heard the end of his sentence, because they were already hurrying into the deep, dark wood.
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            CHAPTER 7

            Which should probably be skipped because it’s too frightening

         

         Philo had heard of deep, dark woods before, but he had never actually seen one. In fact, he had always thought that the phrase was a bit silly because he simply couldn’t see how a wood could be ‘deep’. A hole could be deep, or a cellar or a lake. But woods grew upwards. It should have been a tall, dark wood. But now he understood how a wood could be deep.

         Far, far above them, he could glimpse little scraps of sunlight among the dark leaves. Somewhere up there it must still be the bright, sunny morning it had been on the hill. But now they were all the way down here. Deep down below the leaves and the birds and the tops of the trees. They were very deep indeed. Philo and Mr Spronkel might as well have been walking 35along the bottom of an unknown ocean.

         All around them giant tree trunks towered up out of the ground, much bigger than any that Philo had ever seen before. Even the biggest trees in the park at home were tiny compared to these, and strange, dark birds flew between them in the silence. You could hear every footstep that Philo and Mr Spronkel took, every twig that snapped, every leaf that rustled. You could probably have heard a snail crawling a whole mile away.

         ‘Why did you want to learn to fight, Mr Spronkel?’ asked Philo, and then he added, ‘If it’s not a personal question.’

         ‘Oh, it’s very important to know how to fight. Very important indeed.’

         ‘Why would that be?’

         ‘There are so many dangers in the world, dangerous dangers too, which are the worst kind.’

         ‘What’s there to be frightened of?’ asked Philo, and he looked around him at the vast and silent gloom.

         ‘Oh everything!’ said Mr Spronkel happily. ‘There are the wolves and the bulls and the dragons, and the bandits and the drop-bears that turn you inside out, and vipers and vultures and basilisks and bunyips and snakes and centaurs and the notorious bandicoot, and the Deadly Nightingale, and the fearsome 36Spronk-Clonketty, and the venomous vole, and … and the Midnight Witch. Absolutely everything!’

         Mr Spronkel seemed very pleased about all this. But Philo wasn’t so sure.

         ‘What’s the fearsome Spronk-Clonketty?’ he asked.

         ‘It’s a creature with the body of a lion, and the tail of a lion, and the legs of a lion, and the head of a lion.’ Mr Spronkel shivered at the thought.

         ‘Isn’t that just a lion?’ asked Philo.

         ‘No. But it’s very similar.’

         ‘So how is it more dangerous than a lion?’

         ‘Oh, it isn’t. It’s exactly as dangerous as a lion.’ Mr Spronkel shivered again. ‘Lions are very dangerous, you know.’

         ‘I suppose they are,’ said Philo. ‘And who’s the Midnight Witch?’

         ‘The Midnight Witch is the most terrifying creature on all the earth. She’s a beautiful witch with eyes of flame and a heart of ice and a chariot drawn by four white cheetahs, and she turns children into teapots.’

         ‘Teapots?’ said Philo, who wasn’t sure that he had heard correctly.

         ‘Teapots,’ said Mr Spronkel with fatal finality, and he coughed a bit as if he were trying not to cry. ‘Imagine being a teapot.’

         ‘I’m not sure I can,’ said Philo. 37

         ‘You wouldn’t be able to see, because you’d have no eyes. So you wouldn’t even be seeing blackness or whiteness. You just wouldn’t see at all. And you wouldn’t hear, or smell, or touch. Nothing, just nothing. Imagine being a teapot.’

         Philo tried his best.

         ‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘that you’d notice when somebody made tea in you.’

         ‘No. Not at all. Quite impossible. Teapots don’t have nerves. They can’t feel at all. Not wet or dry or hot or cold. Just nothing. Nothing at all. Imagine that!’

         Philo tried.

         ‘They say that she has a palace full of them. The Hall of a Thousand Teapots, and each teapot used to be a child. And now … and now …’

         ‘Now what?’

         ‘Now they’re all teapots.’

         Philo and Mr Spronkel tramped on through the wood and the silence. Philo began to think of his home, he thought of Aunt Harriet and Uncle Harry. All the schedules and timetables and doing things on the dot could be a bit boring, but a bit boring was much, much better than walking through the deep, dark wood, which was, to be honest, frightening.

         Suddenly there was a quiet thud, and something 38landed just in front of them. It was small and furry and curled up in a ball. Philo gazed at it amazed. Arms and legs were unfolding with big claws on the end, and then a small furry face. It seemed to be smiling, but it was an evil smile, it was a gloating grin, it was baring its teeth.
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         ‘Drop-bears!’ shouted Mr Spronkel. ‘Run! Run for our lives!’

         Mr Spronkel sprinted off, and a second later Philo followed him. But then there was another thud just behind him. Philo turned his head as he ran and saw hundreds of small, dark objects dropping down from 39the branches above.
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         ‘Drop-bears!’ cried Mr Spronkel wildly. ‘We must get out of the forest. They’ll turn us inside out.’

         Philo ran faster and faster. Faster than he had ever imagined that he could run. Something furry bounced against the back of his head. Mr Spronkel was up ahead of him, waving his arms and running and screaming, and somewhere, somewhere beyond Mr Spronkel, there was light. 40

         Something leaped out in front of Philo with a terrifying squeak. He ducked and it seemed to shoot straight over his shoulders. He ran on with his head down. He didn’t dare to look. His legs ached with running, but he didn’t dare to stop.

         Thud, thud, thud all around him. There were squeaks and they were coming from all directions.

         ‘Run faster!’ screamed Mr Spronkel. ‘Run fastest!’

         And Philo ran, until he was sure that he couldn’t run any more. He could hardly breathe. His blood was thundering in his ears. He wondered whether he could go on. He closed his eyes in one final effort. Maybe he should just stop and let the drop-bears turn him inside out.

         ‘Stop,’ called Mr Spronkel.

         Philo stopped.
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            CHAPTER 8

            In which there are unexpected surprises, and expected ones.

         

         Philo opened his eyes and found that he was still alive. This came as a surprise.

         It was a funny thing, because Philo had, after all, been alive all his life. That’s how these things work. But this was the first time he had been surprised about it. It was also the first time that he had really, truly, appreciated it. It was rather like those times when you have a cold and your nose is so blocked up that you can barely breathe, and you think to yourself: ‘If only my nose were unblocked, I would be so happy and grateful and do a little dance and be filled with joyous joy.’

         And of course, a week later when you actually are better, you don’t appreciate it at all.

         But right at that moment, Philo was very happy to 42be alive, and very surprised that he hadn’t been turned inside out by the drop-bears.

         He looked up and saw that they were out of the dark wood and he could see the blue sky again, although now it was decorated with some fluffy white clouds. Mr Spronkel was standing next to him smiling calmly at the sky.

         ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that was an awfully close one.’

         ‘What happened to the drop-bears?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Oh, they’re over there.’ Mr Spronkel pointed his thumb over his shoulder. Philo looked, and there they were: fifty of them standing in the trees just a few paces away grinning at him, with their big, evil fangs.

         ‘Shouldn’t we … run away?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Why on earth would we do that?’ asked Mr Spronkel. ‘Drop-bears can’t leave the woods. Everybody knows that.’

         Philo looked back. It was true. They were all gathered at the very edge of the forest, right beside the final tree trunks. But not one of them would come one little footstep closer.

         ‘I didn’t know that,’ said Philo.

         ‘Well, you’re not everybody, then. Because everybody knows that. I suppose that makes you a nobody. Or maybe you don’t exist. Some people don’t, you know. It’s very awkward for them. Anyway, I’m 43hungry. Being chased by drop-bears always makes me hungry.’

         Mr Spronkel started to walk on and Philo hurried after him, glancing back at the ferocious bears, who were still staring after him with greedy eyes.

         ‘Have you been chased by drop-bears very often?’ Philo asked.

         ‘Oh no, this was the first time.’

         ‘Then why did you say that it always makes you hungry?’

         ‘Because this is the only time I’ve ever been chased by drop-bears, and now I’m hungry. That means that every time I’ve ever been chased by drop-bears it’s made me hungry. That’s one hundred per cent, which is another way of saying absolutely always. Do you like biscuits? Everybody likes biscuits, but it turned out that you’re not everybody.’

         ‘I do like biscuits,’ said Philo.

         ‘Oh, maybe you are everybody then. How odd. But I suppose things change all the time.’

         The path was now leading them on between green hedgerows and green fields in pleasant roly-poly countryside. Birds were singing, and the air smelled of grass and flowers. There were white daisies and yellow daffodils and proud oak trees and drooping beech trees. The path wound back and forth as though 44it wanted to linger somewhere so nice, as though the path deserved a bit of a rest after the deep, dark forest.

         Philo found that he was actually enjoying himself. Though he certainly wanted to get home as fast as he possibly could, it was all rather fun, and there was all the time in the world to stop and look around and imagine things, because Mr Spronkel didn’t seem to have a schedule at all.

         ‘I expect there’ll be a nice surprise around this corner,’ said Mr Spronkel happily.

         They rounded a big oak tree and the path led on just as it always had done.

         ‘That’s odd,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘I expected a surprise, and there isn’t one …’ he paused ‘… which is a surprise. And I suppose that means that I’m not surprised. So there wasn’t a surprise. But I did expect one. So if there isn’t a surprise that’s surprising and …’

         He stopped.

         ‘And if there is a surprise, that’s not surprising.’

         Mr Spronkel scratched his head.

         ‘That can’t be right.’

         He stroked his chin.

         ‘I expected a surprise. That’s all nice and simple. But then there wasn’t a surprise … That’s clear enough … And so I was surprised … And so …’

         But Philo had stopped too. He was pointing at 45something that had given him a very nasty surprise indeed. There was a sign pinned to the trunk of the oak tree. At the top it said in very big letters:
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         And under that there was a picture of Philo.
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            CHAPTER 9

            Which isn’t about anything in particular

         

         Everybody cares about how they look. Of course, some people care much too much and spend all morning brushing their hair and all afternoon washing their face, and there’s the story of the princess who was so beautiful that when she passed by a mirror one day, she couldn’t bear to stop looking at herself, and so she got stuck there and pined away forever.

         But there are also people who pretend that they don’t care at all how they look, who say that they’re much too busy or important or serious to bother about things like that. But they’re only pretending really. All you have to do to test this is to say to them one day: ‘Oooh, have you seen this photograph of you, you look absolutely beautiful!’ And they’ll drop whatever serious important business they were doing and 47run over to see.

         Then they’ll often say: ‘It doesn’t look like me’, although of course it does. But they’re right in a way, because it doesn’t look like how they think of themselves, and that’s the important thing. Those happy little times when Mr Reality and Mrs Imagination (who spend so much time squabbling) actually agree.

         Philo didn’t think the picture on the WANTED poster looked much like him. In the picture he was snarling, and he had dishonest eyes and a criminal nose and thiefy ears. But he had to admit that it was definitely him. He looked again at the words above:
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         And then he saw that there was some smaller writing below:
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         48Philo slipped his hand into his pocket. There it was in his fingers: warm and hard and round, the coin that Og and Mr Spronkel had wanted to fight over. He must have put it there when the King’s castle flew over or when the tree came crashing down or … well he must have put it there, but he couldn’t remember when.

         ‘That’s a surprise,’ said Mr Spronkel looking at the picture. ‘How reassuring. I knew I was expecting something. Did you really steal the shiny gold coin?’

         ‘I didn’t mean to,’ said Philo.

         ‘Oh, so you did,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘People who didn’t mean to do something, usually did it.’

         ‘What shall I do?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Well, we could go back and find Og, I suppose. We just have to follow this path back through the woods.’

         ‘But what about the drop-bears?’

         ‘Well, naturally, it would mean certain death, and you’d be turned inside out and eaten up. That goes without saying. But if that’s what you want to do, then who am I to stop you? There are worse things than being turned inside out.’

         ‘What’s worse than being turned inside out?’

         ‘Well, being turned inside out on a rainy day, I expect. Everything is worse on a rainy day. It’s a terribly good drawing of you. Og is such a delicate 49artist. All giants are, you know.’

         Philo thought about things for a minute. He thought of the gold coin, he thought of Og, he thought of the Chief Policeman (who Philo imagined to be very fierce).

         ‘Well,’ he said unsteadily, ‘if I get turned inside out by the drop-bears, which I suppose is certain …’

         ‘Utterly certain,’ agreed Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Then Og wouldn’t get his gold coin back anyway.’

         ‘But at least you could say you tried.’

         ‘Not if I’d been turned inside out by drop-bears. If I’d been turned inside out, I wouldn’t be able to say anything at all.’

         ‘That’s a good point,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘Let’s keep going towards the Penguin Gate. I’m hungry, and there’s nothing at all to eat in the woods. Except for me, I suppose. And I can’t eat me. But if we keep going onwards there may be a shop or a restaurant or a friendly cook who gives out food to hungry travellers.’

         And with that, Mr Spronkel hurried onwards up the winding path between the hedgerows, and as he hurried he whistled a walking tune. Philo followed after him, but he didn’t whistle at all. He was feeling dejected and he kept thinking of Uncle Harry and Aunt Harriet. He had never been arrested when they were with him. In fact, he couldn’t imagine that 50happening at all. And now, when he tried to imagine it, all he could think of was that Uncle Harry would probably have told the policeman that there wasn’t time for that. And Aunt Harriet would have shown the policeman the schedule and said: ‘You see! No time!’ But now, at each tree they passed, he half expected the Chief Policeman to jump out and place him under arrest.

         ‘Ah, here we are!’ said Mr Spronkel as they turned a corner. ‘I knew I was hungry.’

         And there before them was a neat little cottage, sitting in a green field, with a neat little thatched roof and white walls and a little blue door and a sign outside that said:
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            CHAPTER 10

            The hungry cook

         

         In terribly ancient times people wore togas and spoke Latin and believed in lots and lots of gods and goddesses. What’s more, they believed that the gods didn’t need to eat food, they only needed to smell it. That was enough for a god or a goddess. A goddess just needed to sniff her lunch and then she’d say, ‘That’s it. I’m full. Stuffed. Bursting. Thank you, it was delicious, but I honestly couldn’t have another sniff.’

         Humans work exactly the other way around. Philo hadn’t been thinking about food at all until he smelled the smell coming from that neat little cottage. He’d been much too busy thinking about clocks and giants and deep, dark woods and drop-bears and being wanted by the Chief Policeman for breaking the law into tiny little pieces. But now, in an instant, he forgot about all those things, as though he had been enchanted by an enchanter or ensorcelled by a sorcerer. 52

         It was drifting out from the windows of the pretty little cottage by the side of the path. There was bacon, and chocolate, and peas, and peanuts, and strawberries, and sauces, and vanilla, and liquorice and every other delicious delicacy all mingling together and calling to Philo, whispering to him gently and singing sweet songs of lunchtime. Philo was used to eating all of his meals On The Dot, which could sometimes be annoying, especially when he was busy imagining something, but at least that way you never got hungry. Philo was very hungry.

         Mr Spronkel had smelled it too, for he was walking towards the cottage as though he were hypnotized. Philo followed. It all seemed so lucky that he could barely believe it. But there by the door was the sign:
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         53Mr Spronkel was already knocking on the door. Almost immediately it was opened by the thinnest, hungriest looking lady that Philo had ever seen.

         ‘Good morning,’ said Mr Spronkel, ‘we’d like to eat all your food.’

         The thin lady smiled a delighted smile. ‘How fantastic! How wondrous! What luck! Come in! Come in! I’m Mrs Cook, by the way.’

         Mr Spronkel and Philo followed her into the little cottage, and what was inside made Philo gasp. Inside was a wide low kitchen, with wooden beams and whitewashed walls. There were copper saucepans boiling, and blackened frying pans sputtering and a shiny kettle steaming. There were piles of orange tangerines and green pears and shiny red apples. There were chocolates and lollipops heaped upon tables, loaves of bread, jars of jam, bowls of bananas and pots of pistachios.

         ‘Eat everything you want!’ cried Mrs Cook. And then she paused. ‘So long as you can’t provide food for yourselves. The King was very strict about that.’

         ‘Oh we can’t do that,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘We’re incompetent.’

         ‘Super!’ exclaimed Mrs Cook. ‘And duper!’

         ‘Aaaaarrrggghhh!’ said a furious voice in the corner. 54
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         55Philo saw that there was a very plump man sitting in a big green leather armchair that lurked in a dark corner of the kitchen. But he wasn’t looking at them at all, instead he was glowering and glaring at something that he held in his hands.

         ‘Don’t worry about Mr Cook,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘He’s only furious. Now, would you like bacon sandwiches or peanut butter, or bacon sandwiches with peanut butter, or whipped cream and fillet steak? Or …’

         ‘Both,’ said Mr Spronkel, and sat down at the table.

         ‘Please,’ said Philo, who had been brought up properly.

         ‘Sit down! Sit down!’ said Mrs Cook pointing at a wide wooden table, and when they did, she started placing every sort of food in front of them.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Philo, and he tried the first morsel, which was delicious. So was the next one, and the next.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Philo again, as Mrs Cook put down even more food in front of him.

         ‘No need to thank me,’ replied Mrs Cook. ‘This is the happiest day of my life. Except, of course, the day when the King visited our cottage.’

         Mr Spronkel looked up. He had been eating with disgusting speed.

         ‘Did the King really come here?’ 56

         ‘Yes! Here!’

         ‘Golly and gosh,’ said Mr Spronkel and licked his spoon. ‘What was he like?’

         Mrs Cook gazed at the white ceiling and there was joy in her eyes. ‘He was so … kingly. His face was kingly, and his hands were kingly and he was dressed just like a king.’

         ‘Oh, naturally, naturally,’ agreed Mr Spronkel. ‘Everything he did would have to be kingly, wouldn’t it?’

         ‘And it was kingly.’

         ‘It had to be,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘Kingly describes the sort of things kings do. So anything a king does, has to be kingly.’

         ‘And so royal.’

         ‘A king can’t help but be kingly. Everything he does is kingly because he’s doing it. Even if he tried doing something unkingly – like playing the tuba wearing nothing but his socks – then it wouldn’t be unkingly any more, because a king was doing it. And anything a king does is kingly.’

         ‘He was royal, as well,’ said Mrs Cook.

         ‘Baaaah!’ shouted Mr Cook from the corner.

         ‘And so wise,’ continued Mrs Cook, still smiling at the ceiling.

         ‘How wise is he?’ asked Philo, who was wondering 57if he’d ever be able to get home, and was relying on the king to find a way.

         ‘He’s as wise as the wisest wisdom,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘He stopped in here for lunch, you see. And I made us all a lovely casserole. And he said it was the best casserole he’d ever had. But then he started to worry. Very kingly worry. He had heard that there were people in his kingdom who didn’t have enough to eat, and travellers who got hungry on their journey, and peasants who got peckish but didn’t have any food. Well, he’s such a good king that that worried him a lot. He had been thinking deeply about it. Very deeply. I truly believe he would have scratched his head if it weren’t for the crown getting in the way.

         ‘He told me that he’d thought of ordering those who had lots of food (like me) to give it to others. But then he had realized that that wouldn’t work.’

         ‘Why not?’ asked Philo between mouthfuls of blancmange.

         ‘Because then greedy people would come and eat even if they had lots of food themselves. They’d just have breakfast at home and then come and have another breakfast here. And that wouldn’t help anybody who really needed it. So he decided against that.’

         ‘I see,’ said Philo.

         ‘So he decreed, in his solemn kingliness he decreed 58that I should provide food and drink to all those, and only those, who can’t provide food and drink for themselves.’

         ‘Wonderful!’ exclaimed Mr Spronkel (with his mouth full of parsnips). ‘What a wise king and what kingly wisdom!’

         ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Cook, ‘but of course I haven’t eaten since.’

         And here she looked suddenly sad.

         ‘I used to have such lovely meals. Mr Cook and I would eat all day. We had breakfasts so big that we’d still be eating them in the afternoon, and lunches that turned into midnight feasts. But not any longer. I haven’t eaten in over a year.’

         ‘Oh, of course, I see,’ said Mr Spronkel and nodded.

         ‘I don’t,’ said Philo. ‘Why can’t you eat any more?’

         Mrs Cook’s shoulders slumped and she sat down on a little stool.

         ‘Because the decree was quite clear. I should feed all those AND ONLY THOSE who cannot feed themselves. The King was very precise on the subject. I shouldn’t feed people who can feed themselves.’

         ‘So why can’t you eat?’

         ‘Because I can feed myself, don’t you see? I’m quite capable of feeding myself. But the King decreed that I should never feed people who can feed themselves.’ 59

         ‘I … don’t … understand,’ said Philo slowly.

         ‘I can feed myself, so by the King’s law, I can’t feed myself.’

         ‘But if you can’t feed yourself,’ said Philo very slowly, ‘then doesn’t that mean that by the King’s law you can feed yourself … Or am I getting this—’

         ‘Yes, but as soon as I can, I can’t.’

         Philo thought about this. Or rather he tried to think about this, and felt confused.

         ‘But as soon as you can’t, you can.’

         ‘But as soon as I can, I can’t.’

         Philo frowned. He was sure that there must be some way out of this.

         ‘I’m just so hungry,’ said Mrs Cook, and she put her head in her hands and started to sob.

         And just as she did so, somebody began knocking on the cottage door.
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            CHAPTER 11

            In which a sensible person arrives at last

         

         Most of the time, it’s rather nice to be wanted. It’s nice to be wanted by your friends. It’s nice to be wanted by your family. But it’s not nice to be wanted by the police. When you’re wanted by the police, even the simplest thing can become thoroughly unpleasant. For example, somebody knocking on the door is usually a pleasant thing. It means that somebody has popped round to pay you a visit, or that the postman has a parcel for you that’s too big to fit through the letterbox. But when you’re wanted by the police, a knock on the door makes you jump.

         Philo jumped.

         ‘Oh, I’ll just see who that is,’ said Mrs Cook, and she sprang up from her stool and opened the door.

         Philo half expected to see the Chief Policeman 61(whatever he looked like) with a frown on his face and handcuffs in his hands, but instead, there was a little girl of about Philo’s age.

         ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘My name’s Verity. Can I have some food please?’

         ‘Of course you can, my dear,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘Come in, sit down, have whatever you … Wait … can you feed yourself?’

         ‘No, I can’t, I’m afraid,’ said Verity. ‘I got lost in the woods. I did see a house made of marzipan, but my mother always told me never to eat other people’s houses, and I have to obey the rules.’

         ‘Well your mother’s quite right about that. Sit down and eat as much as you want.’

         So Philo and Mr Spronkel introduced themselves, and they explained Mrs Cook’s dilemma. Or rather Philo explained it, and Mr Spronkel kept mentioning the King’s wisdom with a mouth full of broccoli.

         ‘What an interesting problem,’ said Verity and she started to think about it. You could tell she was thinking because she put her right elbow on the table and put her thumb against the bottom of her chin and her index finger on her cheek and she cocked her head to the right side and, even though she was eating, she chewed her carrots very, very slowly. 62

         Philo had never seen somebody think properly before, and it impressed him. Whenever Uncle Harry wanted to think he’d pace up and down the living room and shout, ‘Be quiet, I’m trying to think!’ But Verity looked quietly at the ceiling and chewed. Philo found that he couldn’t wait to discover what her thoughts were.

         ‘It’s very complicated,’ said Verity. ‘Would it not be possible for Mr Cook to feed you?’

         ‘He’s much too furious,’ said Mrs Cook.

         ‘Soap and blazes!’ exclaimed Mr Cook from the corner, as if he wanted to confirm the point.

         ‘Excuse me for asking,’ said Philo, ‘but why is he so furious? Is it something we did?’

         ‘No, no, no,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘That’s the whole problem, you didn’t do anything, anything at all. Nobody here does. We’re all nice and polite, which is a terrible shame, because Mr Cook loves to be furious. So he has a dooberry.’

         ‘Very sensible,’ said Mr Spronkel (with tartare sauce all down his chin).

         ‘What’s a dooberry?’ asked Philo.

         ‘What’s a dooberry?’ repeated Mrs Cook incredulously. ‘It’s for people who want to be furious, but their lives are actually very pleasant. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of a dooberry.’ 63

         ‘Well, I’m not from … here,’ said Philo meekly.

         ‘It’s like this,’ said Verity. ‘If you want to be horribly angry, but everybody is being nice to you, a dooberry will show you somebody from very far away, who’s being annoying or stupid, and then you can be as furious with them as you like.’

         ‘I don’t believe it!’ shouted Mr Cook. ‘There’s somebody in the Nightingale Islands being completely silly!’

         ‘Where are the Nightingale Islands?’ asked Philo.

         ‘They’re thousands of miles away,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘Beyond the Musk-Ox Mountains. It’s a miracle really that Mr Cook can be furious with them like that. Just think, if it weren’t for his dooberry he’d have to be calm and happy; and he hates that.’

         ‘There’s a man I disagree with on the shores of the Dumont d’Urville Sea!’ shouted Mr Cook from his seat in the corner, still staring at the little thing in his hands.

         ‘Have you really not seen one before?’ asked Verity.

         ‘I don’t think we have anything like that where I’m from,’ said Philo. ‘In my world people like to be calm and happy. They wouldn’t have anything on purpose to make them furious.’

         And he gazed suspiciously at the little thing that 64Mr Cook was holding.

         ‘Where are you from?’ asked Verity.

         ‘I don’t quite know,’ said Philo. ‘But I’m trying to get back.’

         ‘I knew an old man like that once,’ said Verity. ‘He wanted to go back, but every direction he went in turned out to be forwards.’

         ‘We’re trying to find the Penguin Gate,’ said Philo.

         ‘I can take you there, if you like,’ said Verity. ‘I know the way.’

         ‘That would be … wonderful,’ said Philo.

         Verity gave him a little nod. ‘But first,’ she said, ‘we need to solve Mrs Cook’s dilemma.’

         ‘Can’t be done,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘I’ve already thought about it. There’s no hope at all.’

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘Then I suppose I shall starve.’

         Verity shook her head. ‘What did the King say precisely?’

         ‘Just a minute,’ said Mrs Cook. ‘I have it right here. The actual scroll. Given to me by the Actual King!’

         And she poked around in a cupboard by the door and came out with a big roll of parchment. She spread it out carefully on the table and showed it to them. It said: 65
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         ‘I’m doomed,’ said Mrs Cook.

         ‘Very doomed,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Breeewaaaah!’ shouted Mr Cook from the corner.

         ‘No food,’ said Verity quietly, ‘and no drink.’ And again she put her thumb on her chin and looked gently at the ceiling. This made Philo realize that he was screwing his face up and staring at the wall, which was All Wrong. So he tried to do what Verity was doing, but then he felt silly, and pretended that he was scratching.

         Verity finished thinking and put her hands down by her side. 66

         ‘Soup,’ said Verity.

         ‘What do you mean, soup?’ asked Mrs Cook.

         ‘Soup isn’t food because you can’t eat it.’

         ‘That’s true,’ said Philo. ‘You can’t eat soup.’

         ‘But soup isn’t a drink either. Because it’s soup. The King’s decree only mentions food and drink. It doesn’t mention soup, so you can have all the soup you want.’

         ‘And soup’s very nourishing,’ said Philo, because he had heard Aunt Harriet saying that.

         ‘I’m saved!’ exclaimed Mrs Cook. ‘Saved! How wise of the King to let me eat soup! So cleverly planned!’

         ‘Such kingly wisdom,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Blast and thunder!’ shouted Mr Cook.

         Verity turned to Philo. ‘Now would you like me to guide you to the Penguin Gate?’

         ‘Yes, please,’ said Philo. ‘I have to get home. Don’t you have to get home too?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes,’ said Verity, ‘but that’ll be easy once I get you through the Penguin Gate.’

         Philo looked at Verity, and he felt incredibly grateful. But he didn’t know how to say it properly, so all he said was: ‘I have to get home, you see. I’m late and there’s a schedule because schedules make you late, and there isn’t a way back, but I think there might be a way forward that gets back and, you see …’ he 67paused. ‘When you can’t get home, it’s the only place you want to be.’ He paused again. ‘I’m sorry. That didn’t make much sense.’

         But Verity looked as though she had understood everything.

         ‘I’ll get you home,’ she said. And she smiled.

         Philo tried to smile back. He felt that now, even though they were both on their own, they were on their own together.

         Mrs Cook was already making herself pea and ham soup with a huge smile on her face. But she still had time to wrap up some sandwiches for them, and in a few minutes, after saying their goodbyes and their thank-yous, Philo, Verity and Mr Spronkel were ready to go.

         ‘Thank you for the carrots,’ said Verity.

         ‘And the chocolate,’ said Philo.

         Mr Spronkel said something too, but nobody could make out what it was as his mouth was full of artichoke.

         ‘Best of luck with the Penguin Gate,’ said Mrs Cook.

         ‘I hate a fellow from an antique land,’ shouted Mr Cook from the corner, still staring furiously at his dooberry.

         And with that the three of them set off down the road.
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            CHAPTER 12

            In which questions are not answered

         

         The three of them – Philo, Verity and Mr Spronkel – walked along the road. And it was a road now. Back in the woods it had been a dark, narrow path between huge trees. Then it had been a winding path running between hedgerows to the Cooks’ cottage. But now it was more business-like. It had straightened itself out, and widened, and it really seemed to be going somewhere. It was as though it had got tired of pottering around, had stood up, stretched and said, ‘Right, I’m going to go somewhere today.’

         Philo walked next to Verity, while Mr Spronkel skipped along looking at the sky and wondering where clouds came from.

         ‘Somebody must make them, that’s for certain, and there are an awful lot of them, so it must be in a big factory, and …’ 69

         But Philo wasn’t really listening. He wanted to talk to Verity.

         ‘How did you get lost in the woods?’ he asked.

         ‘I was trying to make a daisy chain,’ said Verity. ‘And daisy chains have to have fifty daisies. That’s the rule.’

         ‘Is it?’ said Philo, who didn’t know that there were rules about such things.

         ‘Oh, definitely,’ said Verity. ‘It’s a very strict rule.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Verity. ‘I wish I did. But you don’t need to know why a rule is there. You just need to know it is. Anyway, there were only thirty-six in my garden, so I had to go out looking. It’s also a rule that when you start something, you really ought to finish it, and anyway, I like daisy chains. I found one daisy, then another. But the farther I went, the fewer daisies there were. And by the time I got to forty-nine I was lost. And then I realized that I had to be careful. That’s another rule. I have to be careful.’

         ‘Careful of what?’

         ‘Of everything dangerous. There are lots of dangers in the world, like the Midnight Witch.’

         ‘Why is she so dangerous?’

         ‘Because she turns children into teapots,’ said Verity. ‘And nobody knows what it’s like to be a teapot.’ 70

         They walked on, and Philo found that he was very anxious because there might be another WANTED poster with his face on it. For some reason, he didn’t want Verity to think he was a criminal, even though he wasn’t.

         Luckily, there were far fewer trees here. They were crossing a plain with wide grasslands and mountains in the distance.

         ‘Is it far to the Penguin Gate?’

         ‘Not far at all,’ said Verity.

         ‘I’ve got a question,’ said Philo. ‘Everybody I’ve met wants to see the King.’

         ‘That’s not a question,’ laughed Verity.

         ‘Well, no. But … OK … Does everybody want to see the King?’

         ‘Most people do,’ said Verity.

         ‘And the Penguin Gate leads you right to him, by magic?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘So why doesn’t everybody just go through the Penguin Gate and visit the Flying Castle?’

         ‘There it is!’ shouted Verity. ‘Look!’

         She pointed, and Philo saw the Flying Castle. It was far away, near the horizon and gliding low over the plain.

         ‘Have you ever seen it up close?’ she asked. ‘Aren’t the birds fantastic?’ 71

         ‘King! King! King!’ shouted Mr Spronkel. He was jumping up and down and waving his arms. But the castle flew on and disappeared among the distant mountains.

         ‘So about the gate …’ said Philo, but Verity had walked on ahead and started talking to Mr Spronkel about how many blades of grass there were in the world, and whether duck-billed platypuses really exist.

         ‘I’m always worrying that I don’t exist,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘That’s silly,’ said Verity. ‘If you’re definitely worrying …’

         ‘I am.’

         ‘Then there must be someone to do the worrying, and that someone must be you. So you exist.’

         ‘Hmmmm.’

         ‘As long as you’re worrying, it proves that you exist.’

         ‘Wonderful!’ exclaimed Mr Spronkel. ‘Now I can stop worrying.’

         Philo trudged on behind. He was worried about things. He was worried because this world didn’t make sense. He was worried because he was wanted by the police. And he was worried because he thought that Verity had been deliberately trying not to answer his question.

         He took the coin out of his pocket. It was round 72and solid and shiny.

         ‘Here we are!’ called Verity. ‘The Penguin Gate.’

         Philo looked. A little way from the road was a grand stone gateway. It had pillars on either side and a huge monumental slab of stone on top. It looked very impressive, magnificent even. But between the wide road and the great gateway was something a lot shabbier.

         There were lots of stalls of the kind you get at a funfair. They were, or had been, painted in bright colours, and in elaborate writing they advertised things like coconut shies, candyfloss, popcorn and lemonade, and all the sorts of things that you would expect at a funfair. But there was nobody there.

         73When he looked closer, Philo saw that all the stalls were boarded up. All the paint was cracked and worn. Grass had grown up over the counters, and spiders had covered them in vast cobwebs. It was as though there had been a carnival there long ago, but then everybody had left, and now everything was rotten.

         ‘There’s the Penguin Gate,’ said Verity. ‘Run to it! Run through! If you want to get home, go now and don’t stop!’
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            CHAPTER 13

            Which is rather unlucky

         

         We all make mistakes. Sometimes we make mistakes because we didn’t think enough, and sometimes we make mistakes because we thought too much when we should just have been doing. Sometimes, when we’re in trouble, we end up saying, ‘If I’d only done as I was told, I wouldn’t be in this mess.’ And sometimes, when we’re in trouble, we end up saying, ‘If only, I’d stopped and thought it through, and come up with my own answer, I wouldn’t be in this mess.’

         The problem is, that we never know which one it’s going to be until afterwards, and afterwards is the worst possible time for making a decision.

         So, there they were: Philo, Verity and Mr Spronkel. They were standing on the vast, windy plain, in front of a collection of boarded-up sweet stalls, and broken-down coconut shies. And beyond that there was a big stone gateway. It was a place that had once, 75clearly, been full of life and crowds of people pottering around buying things and having a good time.

         And now it was empty.

         Where the crowds had been there were just three of them standing on the long, long road. And that’s when Verity said:

         ‘There’s the Penguin Gate. Run to it! Run through! Go now and don’t stop!’

         Philo didn’t run. Instead, he thought about it all and asked, ‘Why is there nobody else here?’

         ‘Oh that’s easy—’ said Mr Spronkel, but Verity cut him off.

         ‘Just run, Philo. Run through the gate.’

         ‘But I want to know—’

         ‘It’s better that you don’t know anything. Run! Through the gate and up the stairs!’

         ‘Why don’t you come too?’ asked Philo suspiciously.

         ‘I can’t, but you can. Just trust me.’

         ‘And you,’ Philo turned to Mr Spronkel. ‘You’re desperate to meet the King. You’ve been wanting to meet the King since I met you.’

         ‘I am a loyal subject of His Majesty.’

         ‘So why don’t you come too?’

         ‘Well, of course, as a humble subject I would love to go. I tried several times, you know, back when 76everyone was doing it. But nobody has ever managed to get through the Penguin Gate.’

         Verity grabbed Philo’s arm. ‘Please,’ she said, and she looked straight into his eyes. ‘Please just run through the gate and don’t ask any more questions. You can only do it if you don’t know how. Run!’

         And Philo almost did. It was something about the look in her eyes.

         ‘Of course, back then,’ continued Mr Spronkel, ‘everybody was trying. Huge crowds of people. You had to queue up for hours. Hours upon hours! Hours upon hours upon … hours! And when it finally got to your turn. Bump! Boing! Bang!’

         Philo turned to Verity. ‘I’ll try it if you’ll come with me.’

         ‘… I heard of one fellow who tried it a hundred times. He was covered in bruises and grazes and he looked like an old banana, you know, the ones that you don’t want to eat, even if people say they’re still all right …’

         ‘OK,’ said Verity. ‘We’ll run together. But you’ve got to promise me that you’ll keep running, and that you won’t stop until you get to the Flying Castle.’

         Philo was still very worried. He didn’t like the sound of this one bit. But at the same time, he wanted to do what Verity told him. 77

         ‘Right,’ said Philo. ‘Ready … steady …’ But then he paused and turned. ‘Mr Spronkel,’ he said. ‘If nobody else has ever got through the Penguin Gate, how will I do it?’

         ‘Simple!’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘Nothing simpler than getting through the Penguin Gate. All you’ve got to do is not think about penguins.’

         ‘No!’ shouted Verity. And then she sat down on the ground.

         ‘Very simple instructions,’ continued Mr Spronkel. ‘The King, in his wisdom, cast a magic spell, so that you can only get through the gate if you’re not thinking about penguins. But everybody knows that. Why did you think it was called the Penguin Gate?’

         ‘Now you can’t do it,’ said Verity.

         Verity looked miserable. Mr Spronkel looked … as he always did, like a funny little creature.

         ‘Wait,’ said Philo. ‘Explain it again. That sounded simple.’

         ‘Well,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘You can only get through the Penguin Gate if you absolutely definitely aren’t thinking about penguins. If you think about one, even for a moment, then the magic spell happens, and you’re picked up and thrown away.’

         Philo looked at the big stone gateway.

         ‘So, all I have to do is not think about penguins?’ 78

         ‘That’s all,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘It’s very, very simple.’

         ‘Then let’s try,’ said Philo.

         He advanced towards the gate. Mr Spronkel followed him, and Verity brought up the rear.

         The gate had two stone pillars, one on either side, and a big stone architrave (that’s the name for the slab on top of two pillars). On the architrave were carved pictures of penguins.

         The weird thing about the gate, though, was what was through it. There was a stone staircase leading upwards towards the unknown. But when Philo went round to the back there was nothing there at all, just a flat stone wall.

         ‘All I have to do is not think about penguins?’

         ‘That’s it,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         ‘That sounds simple,’ said Philo.

         ‘It is! Splendidly simple!’

         ‘I’ll try it.’

         Philo looked at Verity. She was looking at the ground.

         ‘I suppose you could try it,’ she said. But she put a lot of emphasis on the word ‘try’.

         Philo went up to just a few paces in front of the gate.

         ‘I can do this,’ he said. ‘It’ll be easy. I’ve spent almost my whole life not thinking about penguins. So I’ve had lots of practice.’ 79

         He took one pace forward.

         ‘Say hello to the King from me,’ said Mr Spronkel cheerily.

         Philo took another pace forward. Then one more pace, and as he did so, he reminded himself Not To Think About Penguins.

         But as soon as he did that he thought about penguins. Because, even reminding yourself not to think about penguins, puts penguins in your head. Just for a split second, an image of a happy little black-and-white bird appeared in Philo’s mind, and …
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         Philo felt as though someone were picking him up, or something were picking him up. He shot into the air. He was so high that he looked down to see the little faces of Verity and Mr Spronkel staring up at him, and then …
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         It felt as though whatever had picked him up had got bored with him, had tossed him away, like somebody throwing something-not-very-interesting into 80the bin. Except that there was no bin, just the hard ground between the boarded-up stalls.
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         He landed roughly on the green grass between two stalls and rolled over and over and over.

         Verity came and helped him up.

         ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

         Philo didn’t feel all right at all. He hurt all over: on his elbows, and his knees, and his hands, and his back.

         ‘I’m OK,’ said Philo, and he hoped it sounded convincing. ‘I just, for one moment I …’

         ‘Don’t worry. Nobody has ever been able to get through the Penguin Gate.’

         ‘I can do it,’ said Philo. ‘I know I can. Like Mr Spronkel said, it’s simple.’

         And with that, Philo didn’t wait a moment. He ran at the gate closing his eyes, and making as sure as he could that he didn’t think about …
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         He was in the air again, with his eyes still closed.
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         He was flying through the air and turning over and over. 81
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         It really hurt this time.

         ‘As I was saying,’ said Mr Spronkel, ‘there was reported to be a lady who tried it 123 times. She was very interested to meet the King, because she’d lost her keys and thought that he might know where she’d put them. She knew it was the last place that she’d seen them, but she didn’t know where that was.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ said Philo, before Verity could ask him anything. But he didn’t sound convincing, even to himself.

         ‘You must hurt a lot,’ said Verity.

         ‘I know,’ said Philo. ‘I’ll try singing. That way I’ll be thinking about the song, and not about … not about those birds.’

         Philo didn’t wait. He marched towards the gate singing:

         
            
               There once was a boy who went to sea

               And he sailed in a ship called The Bumblebee

               And he found that the sound of the … 82

            

         

         As he sang, he made sure not to think about pengu—
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         This time it really, really hurt. Philo tried to stand up, but then he sat straight down again. It was hopeless.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Verity. ‘Nobody’s ever managed it.’

         Philo looked down at the ground and nodded. ‘I should have run when you told me to,’ he said.

         ‘But you didn’t know that at the time,’ said Verity.

         Philo looked up at Mr Spronkel. ‘You said it would be easy.’

         ‘No I didn’t,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘I didn’t say anything like that. I said it would be simple. That’s very different from easy. Lot of things that are simple are very difficult. For example, it’s quite simple to tell 83the truth all the time. Very simple idea indeed. But how many people do you know who tell the truth absolutely all the time? I bet it’s less than one. Simple doesn’t mean easy, and easy doesn’t mean simple.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Verity. ‘I told you. You can only do it when you don’t know how. And once you know how to do it, you never can.’

         Philo looked at the Penguin Gate: at the pillars and the architrave and the steps leading up to somewhere.

         ‘So,’ he said, ‘what do we do now?’
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            CHAPTER 14

            Which does go on, though it’s quite short

         

         When you hear that nobody has ever done something that you want to do, there are two different ways to react. Either you can say, ‘Yippee! I’m going to be the first!’ or you can say, ‘Oh dear, if nobody else has done it, then it must be impossible.’

         Or you can say the one, and then say the other. It’s called changing your mind, and it’s as sensible as changing your socks or sheets.

         Of course, they did try to get through the Penguin Gate a couple more times. Verity wondered whether you could do it if you cleared your mind of everything and then walked backwards. Mr Spronkel was convinced that he could do it if he thought hard enough about flamingoes, and he seemed to enjoy being thrown around by the magic invisible hand. 85

         Then he decided that thinking about toadstools would work. It didn’t. And then he changed his mind and said that he would think about otters ‘because they do more than toadstools’.

         None of it worked.

         They all sat down on the grass beside the road and rubbed their bruises. The sky was beginning to cloud over and turn grey.

         ‘What a stupid king!’ said Philo. ‘Making a gate that it’s impossible to get through.’

         Verity and Mr Spronkel looked shocked.

         ‘How dare you say that?’ asked Verity. ‘He’s the King, and he’s very wise indeed. It’s just that sometimes you can’t see how his wisdom is working. That’s all.’

         ‘How do you know that?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Because everybody knows that,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘If the King looks silly, it’s because you’re looking at him the wrong way, or upside down, or inside out, or vice versa … or …’

         And he started to cry.

         Verity put her arm around Mr Spronkel and began to comfort him.

         ‘How dare you?’ she asked again.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Philo, because although he still thought the King was silly, he hadn’t wanted to make 86Mr Spronkel cry. ‘It’s just I’m beginning to think that I’ll never get home.’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Verity. ‘People always get home in the end, because if they don’t get to the place that was home, then wherever they are becomes home to them.’

         Philo looked around him at the gloomy plain and the grey sky.

         ‘I don’t think this could ever be home,’ he said.

         ‘You’re right,’ said Verity. ‘We can’t stay here. The Midnight Witch might turn us into teapots.’

         ‘Let’s go to Lowercase City,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘Lowercase City has the finest minds, the noblest people and the best puddings in the world.’

         ‘And the library!’ said Verity. ‘The Grand Library!’

         Philo didn’t really see how reading a story would help.

         ‘There’s a book,’ said Verity (she was very excited). ‘I heard about it once. It’s called Everywhere There Is, and How to Get There. Apparently, it’s such a big book that there’s only one copy, and it’s bound in golden covers, and it’s kept in the Grand Library in Lowercase City. If we find that book we can both get home.’

         Verity smiled a smile of pure delight. And Philo found himself smiling too. There was hope. And hope is all you really need. 87

         ‘Puddings,’ said Mr Spronkel, who was smiling as well. ‘The pinnacle of puddings.’

         ‘How do we get there?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Let me see,’ said Mr Spronkel, thinking hard. ‘Lowercase City isn’t here, so it must be somewhere else, and this road leads to somewhere else. So this road must lead to Lowercase City.’

         And he jumped up and set off.

         Verity and Philo followed him, and they walked on across the plain, but Philo walked slowly. He was thinking of home, of his home. The Penguin Gate had not just been the way to the King, it had meant to be his way home. But it was impassable and impossible.

         He thought of Uncle Harry and Aunt Harriet waiting by the door. He could imagine them getting crotchety then cross, then offended then affronted, irritated, exasperated, fuming and furious. But what would they do then? What were they doing now? By now they would have realized that he was gone, and if he was gone forever, what would they be then? And somehow, Philo knew they would be sad. Because that’s what lies behind all the crotchety crossness.

         Please don’t let me be gone forever, thought Philo; because he didn’t want to think of them crying. He didn’t want to leave them all alone and sad in their house. And the clocks would only tick away the time 88that he was gone. There had to be a way back, there just had to be; it just had to also be a way forward.

         Philo walked slower and slower, and fell behind. Mr Spronkel was hurrying on ahead, dreaming of puddings, but Verity stopped and waited for him.

         ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

         ‘I’d have got through the Penguin Gate,’ said Philo, ‘if I’d listened to you.’

         ‘Perhaps,’ said Verity, and Philo could see that she was thinking about it because she had on her thoughtful face and her head was cocked to one side. ‘I think,’ said Verity, ‘that what might happen is much more interesting than what might have happened; and anyway, it’s logically certain that you can’t go back unless you go forward. So let’s catch up with Mr Spronkel.’

         She smiled in a way that said that even though there had been disasters and disappointments everything would be all right (which is one of the six most difficult smiles in the world to do properly).

         Philo glanced back at the gate one last time. Then he and Verity hurried together after Mr Spronkel, leaving the Penguin Gate standing among the empty stalls on the wide and windy plain.
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            CHAPTER 15

            Where it all goes downhill

         

         The countryside changed very suddenly. It was as though it had got tired of being a vast, windy plain, and decided that it would be much more fun to be all hills and hedgerows and little yellow buttercups. The countryside does that sometimes, usually when you’re not looking.

         So now the road was winding downhill and Mr Spronkel was humming a merry tune. Or to be more precise, Mr Spronkel was humming, and he seemed merry, but there wasn’t much of a tune. He seemed to be quite happy as long as he was making some sort of a noise. What Mr Spronkel hated was silence.

         Philo was still thinking about the Penguin Gate. It seemed to him so silly that the King would have made a gate that nobody could get through. What was the 90point of a gate like that? It was like food that you can’t eat, or a song that you can’t sing, or a thought that you can’t think. The whole point of a gate, the only point of a gate, was that it was something you could go through. In fact, he wasn’t sure that it was a gate at all if you couldn’t go through it. Maybe it was something else entirely, something stupid and annoying.

         But he didn’t want to say that to Verity, because he had seen how upset she and Mr Spronkel had been when he had called the King stupid. Philo didn’t want to upset Verity, so he picked his words very carefully and said:

         ‘I know the King is very, very wise …’

         ‘He is,’ said Verity with a smile.

         ‘But if he’s very, very wise, why did he make something that seems – ’ Philo made sure to emphasize the word seems – ‘that seems as silly as a gate that you can’t go through? I mean, if anybody else made a gate that you couldn’t go through, you’d call it silly.’

         ‘Oh it is silly,’ said Verity. ‘The King is very wise and very silly. Both at once.’

         ‘But being silly is the opposite of being wise,’ said Philo.

         ‘It is,’ said Verity.

         ‘So he can’t be both.’

         ‘Yes he can. Sometimes the opposite of something 91is exactly the same thing.’

         ‘No it’s not,’ said Philo. ‘Opposites are different. In fact opposites are as different as two things can be. That’s why they’re called opposite.’

         ‘What about this road?’ said Verity.

         Philo was wary. He was worried that he’d fall into a trap, but he was sure he was right this time.

         ‘What about it?’ he asked.

         ‘Well, what is it?’

         Philo looked at the road winding down into a valley. He couldn’t see anything odd about it. It was a perfectly ordinary road going down a hill.

         ‘It’s a road going down a hill,’ he said carefully.

         ‘Exactly,’ said Verity. ‘Think about it.’

         Philo thought, but he couldn’t see what she meant.

         ‘Oh all right,’ said Verity. ‘What’s the opposite of a road going down a hill?’

         ‘That’s easy,’ said Philo. ‘It’s a road going up a hill.’

         Verity stopped, turned round and pointed behind them.

         ‘And what’s that?’

         Philo looked back the way they had come at the road going up the hill until it vanished in the distance.

         ‘It’s the same road,’ said Verity. ‘Just looked at from a different point of view. Every road up a hill is also a road down a hill. So it’s the opposite of itself. So things 92can be their own opposites. So just because something is silly doesn’t mean it’s not wise. Silliness and wisdom can be exactly the same thing if you just stop and turn around.’

         They were nearing the bottom of the valley, where a deep, lazy river was winding its way between the reeds and wild roses.

         ‘We’re nearly at Lowercase City,’ said Verity. ‘I went there once before when I was a very little girl, and I remember this on the journey. It’s the same river.’

         ‘How will we get across?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Oh don’t worry,’ said Verity. ‘There’s a nice big bridge.’

         And indeed there was. It was a handsome greystone bridge that ran from one grassy bank to the other over the deep river.

         ‘We’ll be in Lowercase City in no time!’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘In less than no time!’

         The road turned onto the bridge and the three of them turned with it. Then, all of a sudden, as if out of nowhere, jumped a great big man. He was carrying something that looked a bit like a combination of a very sharp, shiny axe and a very sharp, shiny spear.

         ‘Stop right where you are!’ he said. ‘Right there. That’s it. Now, I’m sorry about this and all, but I’m going to have to chop you all into little pieces with my halberd.’ 93
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         94Philo jumped in front of Verity, so he couldn’t attack her.

         ‘No you won’t,’ he said, and he tried to sound as brave as he could.

         ‘Sorry, mate, that’s the way it’s got to be. I mean the pieces don’t have to be little. Not necessarily little. But there’s got to be some chopping involved. That’s all part of the job. It’s laid out in the job specifications in fact. Got to be some chopping done. Otherwise, what would be the point, eh?’

         ‘What job?’ asked Philo.

         ‘What job? You’re asking what my job is? You’re seriously asking that?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Philo defiantly.

         ‘I, young man, am a Bridge-Riddler.’
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            CHAPTER 16

            The Bridge-Riddler

         

         ‘Oooh,’ said Verity, ‘I’ve never met a Bridge-Riddler before.’

         The three of them – Philo, Verity and Mr Spronkel – were standing at the end of the bridge looking at a big man with a sharp and shiny weapon. Beneath them ran the long, lazy river, above them the sky was a threatening shade of grey.

         ‘Well today’s your lucky day,’ said the man. ‘Or not, as the case may be. Ho, ho, ho. Hope you don’t mind my little joke. You see, I may have to chop you up into little pieces with my halberd.’

         ‘What’s a halberd?’ asked Mr Spronkel.

         ‘What’s a halberd?’ asked the Bridge-Riddler. ‘Why, this is a halberd.’ And he shook his sharp and shiny weapon.

         ‘Very interesting,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘Very interesting! It’s a spear and an axe all-in-one.’ 96

         ‘No it’s not,’ said the Bridge-Riddler. ‘It’s a halberd. Completely different thing. Bridge-Riddlers would never carry an axe: too unwieldy. And you need something wieldy when you’re in the bridge-riddling line. Very wieldy. As for a spear. That’s against regulations. It’s more than my job’s worth.’

         ‘Well it looks like a combination of a spear and an axe,’ said Philo.

         ‘Well it isn’t. So there. It’s a halberd. It may look like what you say, but it’s a halberd. That’s the true and trusty friend of your true and trusty Bridge-Riddler.’

         ‘What is a Bridge-Riddler?’ asked Philo.

         ‘What’s a Bridge-Riddler? You telling me you don’t know? Well let me see, a Bridge-Riddler is a man who stands on a bridge and asks people riddles. Like me. And then, if you can’t answer the riddle, I chop you into little bits, which some people say is old-fashioned, but I see it as a vital part of the job. I’ve got to say, I’m a bit surprised that you haven’t heard of us. Bridge-Riddling is an ancient and revered profession, as well as being one of the fastest growing sectors in the bridge-related economy. Filled with exciting opportunities for those with the relevant qualifications.’

         ‘Please,’ said Philo, ‘we really need to get across the river, because we’ve got to get to Lowercase City. Because I’ve got to get home.’ 97

         ‘Sorry, son. Rules is rules. I remember my instructor telling me that. It was in the second year of my bridge-riddling degree. He said, not just to me, but to the whole class: “Always remember: rules is rules.” And I remember thinking that must be true. And it was.’

         ‘It is!’ said Verity. ‘How long did the qualification take?’

         She seemed really interested, as though she was thinking of doing it herself.

         ‘Three years in total,’ said the Bridge-Riddler. ‘The first lecture series was entitled: What Is a Bridge? And then there was Know Your Bridge and—’

         ‘But everybody knows what a bridge is,’ said Philo.

         The Bridge-Riddler looked shocked, and not a little hurt.

         ‘Very few people appreciate or understand what a bridge is, Sonny Jim.’

         ‘It’s a thing that goes across a river.’

         The Bridge-Riddler burst out laughing.

         ‘Well that’s what they thought once upon a time. Back in the bad old days, yes they believed that a bridge was anything that went across a river, until the great scientist Morgenflurp noticed that ducks go across rivers. So if a bridge is anything that goes across a river, then that means that a duck is a bridge.’

         ‘I see,’ said Verity nodding vigorously. 98

         ‘And indeed for a long time it was believed that a duck was a kind of bridge, but later that was displaced by the theory that a bridge is a kind of duck. Yes, for a long time people believed that bridges were just ducks that didn’t quack.’

         ‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Philo.

         ‘Oh, it was disproved years ago. First, of all there was the great Professor Priff, who studied the problem for many years in the field, and he claimed that he’d heard a bridge quacking, when it thought nobody was around. But he was beaten by his lifelong enemy Professor Joyce, who proved, using words, that a bridge was an overexcited pier.’

         ‘That makes sense,’ said Mr Spronkel and nodded wisely.

         ‘No it doesn’t,’ said Philo. ‘What’s an overexcited pier?’

         ‘Well you know a pier or a jetty that goes out a little way into the water?’

         ‘I think so,’ said Philo.

         ‘Well what happens if one of those gets carried away and goes too far?’

         ‘I …’

         ‘This is why you need three years of training. There’s an awful lot of work that goes into the rich field of bridge-riddling. You’ve got to study the science, the 99history, chopping people up, diversity and inclusion …’

         ‘What’s that?’ asked Verity.

         ‘There are diverse ways of chopping people up, and that includes everyone. And then, of course, the final year is spent in sourcing, developing and refining your riddle. You only get one you see. Just the one riddle. And the halberd.’

         ‘Fascinating,’ said Verity.

         ‘So what’s your riddle?’ asked Philo.

         ‘My riddle? Well, let me see. Are you ready?’

         The Bridge-Riddler pulled himself up to his full height, puffed out his chest and cleared his throat.

         ‘You listening?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Right. OK. Here goes.’ He spread his arms wide and held up the halberd. Then he said in a great deep voice: ‘What runs, but never walks; has a mouth, but never talks; and has a bed, but never lies down?’

         The Bridge-Riddler gave them all a little smile, as though he was worried that he hadn’t made the right impression. Philo smiled back, because for some reason he felt a bit sorry for the Bridge-Riddler.

         ‘Now! Answer my riddle or I’ll chop you all up into little pieces!’

         Then he smiled again.

         ‘You’ll never get it,’ he said.
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            CHAPTER 17

            On the advantages of saying the wrong thing

         

         ‘Can we have a little time to think about it?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Of course,’ laughed the Bridge-Riddler. ‘It wouldn’t be fair to just chop you into little bits straight away. No, regulations state that I give you some time to think about it. But I’m required by law to get a bit antsy after seven minutes, and then hopping mad at, or around, the nine-minute mark.’

         Philo, Verity and Mr Spronkel backed off a bit and huddled together to decide their answer.

         ‘Let’s think about this systematically,’ said Verity. ‘The riddle goes “What runs but never walks; has a mouth but never talks; and has a bed but never lies down.” So let’s start with what runs but never walks. That means that it must be a very fast-moving creature, perhaps a mouse or lizard.’ 101

         ‘Lizards don’t have beds,’ objected Philo.

         ‘I know,’ said Verity. ‘But I’m thinking about it systematically. You see, it might be a very frightened man, because he would run rather than walk, and also he might have a bed, but be too frightened to lie down in it.’

         ‘But he would still talk,’ said Philo.

         ‘That’s true,’ said Verity. ‘So we can rule out frightened people.’

         ‘Is the answer ice cream?’ asked Mr Spronkel.

         ‘No,’ said Verity.

         ‘Why would you have a bed if you never lay down in it?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Good point,’ said Verity. ‘Perhaps a furniture shop, or somebody who owned a furniture shop. But then they would still walk and talk, because otherwise they couldn’t sell furniture.’

         ‘Is the answer pancakes?’ asked Mr Spronkel.

         ‘No,’ said Verity.

         ‘I can’t think of anything,’ said Philo. ‘Statues have mouths and never talk, but they don’t run.’

         ‘I’m hungry,’ said Mr Spronkel.

         And so they continued talking and thinking (Verity thought very systematically), but no matter how systematic and thoughtful they were, Philo and Verity couldn’t find an answer, and Mr Spronkel’s answers were all about food. 102

         The Bridge-Riddler was sitting on the side of the bridge looking at his watch. Philo looked across the river to where the road led merrily away, winding up a hill between green fields and rose bushes. Then he looked at the river, which was big and dark and much too wide to swim. And then he looked at the Bridge-Riddler, who was quite big enough to catch them if they ran away. He was polishing his halberd with a yellow duster.

         Then he had an idea.

         ‘Why don’t we tell him that the river has lots of other bridges, and that maybe we were thinking about trying to cross one of the others.’

         ‘I don’t think that will work,’ said Verity. ‘BridgeRiddlers are very strict about these things, and we did set foot on the bridge. Anyway, I don’t think that the river has any other bridges besides this one. So it wouldn’t be telling the truth.’

         ‘I’M GETTING ANTSY,’ called the Bridge-Riddler.

         ‘Well,’ said Philo, ‘it might not work, but it’s better than being chopped up into little pieces with a halberd. I’m going to try it. I’ll just say that the river has lots of bridges, and he might not know that that’s not true. I don’t know that that’s not true, so I’m not exactly lying.’ 103

         ‘TEN, NINE, EIGHT, SEVEN …’

         ‘I’ll try it,’ said Philo. He looked at Verity defiantly. ‘If it doesn’t work you can make your escape while he’s chopping me up. I want you to escape.’

         ‘But …’

         Philo turned and walked bravely towards the Bridge-Riddler. But on the inside he was feeling very frightened (that’s the only way that you can be properly brave), and he tried to rehearse what he was going to say in his head.

         The river has lots of bridges… 

         The river has bridges of lots … 

         The river lots has bridges …

         He stopped and looked up at the Bridge-Riddler and his shiny halberd. It glinted cruelly.

         ‘So, little boy,’ said the Bridge-Riddler, ‘what’s your answer?’

         Philo gulped.

         ‘The river …’ he began, and then he stopped because he couldn’t remember whether the river had bridges of lots or lots of bridges.

         ‘Well on you go,’ said the Bridge-Riddler. ‘Have a good journey to Lowercase City. I’ve heard lovely things about it. Meant to be very pretty this time of year.’

         And he stood to the side of the bridge and gestured 104for Philo to pass.

         Philo just stood there. He felt rather confused.

         ‘Of course,’ exclaimed Verity. ‘Well done, Philo.’ And she ran up and gave him a little hug.

         ‘Ingenious! Entirely ingenious!’ said Mr Spronkel as he hurried past.

         Philo still didn’t understand.

         ‘You don’t think it was too easy, do you?’ asked the Bridge-Riddler. ‘I sometimes wonder whether it’s too easy. Keeps me awake at night. I just lie there thinking, “Is my riddle too easy?”’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ said Verity. ‘It’s a neat riddle, and it was only Philo who realized that a river runs but doesn’t walk, and has a river-mouth but never talks, and has a river-bed but never lies down. And he only worked it out at the very last minute. He’s so clever like that.’

         ‘Well actually …’ said Philo.

         ‘You’re brilliant,’ said Verity.

         ‘I do worry,’ continued the Bridge-Riddler, ‘that it’s too easy. I worry that having a river right there – right under your noses, as it were – will give people a hint. But of course, proximity to rivers is a hazard of the bridge-riddling profession as a whole.’

         ‘We’d better catch up with Mr Spronkel,’ said Verity. She pointed to where he was hurrying up the hill rubbing his tummy. ‘Nice to meet you,’ she said 105to the Bridge-Riddler.

         ‘Always a pleasure to offer my services to passing travellers. I hope you enjoy your onward journey.’

         ‘We will,’ said Verity. And she hurried after Mr Spronkel. Philo hurried after her with a new spring in every step. He had done it! He had saved Verity. And he had got them all over the river. He felt, all of a sudden, like a hero.

         He didn’t catch them up until right at the top of the hill, and from there they could see the river below them, the fields and forests, the distant mountains, and, quite close by, the walls of Lowercase City. And somewhere behind those walls was the library, and in the library was a golden book that would show Philo and Verity how to get home.
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            CHAPTER 18

            Urban renewal

         

         The first thing you notice as you approach Lowercase City are the city walls. They are big and high and magnificent, and run all the way round capped with battlements and turrets and flagpoles and whatnot. They’re so tall that there’s a rumour that they were made long ago by giants. However, if you ask a giant about this, they’ll tell you it’s nonsense.

         There are only two gates to the city. One is wide and wondrous and is where all the good people go in and out – the travellers, tinkers, sailors, soldiers, bakers, builders, merchants, milliners, dustmen and distillers, and all the other people who pop in and out of the city all day long. This is known as the Gate of Rubies, although nobody knows why because it’s covered with emeralds.

         The other gate is mean and miserable, and is only used for criminals who have been arrested and are 107being sent out of the city for punishment or exile. This is known as the Gate of Rotters.

         The road, of course, led right up to the Gate of Rubies.

         Philo had never seen a proper city wall before, because where he came from people had forgotten how to make good city walls, or couldn’t be bothered to make them, or couldn’t find the time, or couldn’t find the giants. So as they entered the city he gazed around him in wonder. But his wonder turned to confusion as they got into the city itself.

         It was chaos.

         People were running in every direction. They were jumping out of doors and jumping into windows. There were girls riding bicycles blindfolded, and boys throwing the litter out of bins, and old ladies throwing tomatoes at each other and old men dancing the cancan in the middle of the road.

         He turned to Verity, who looked just as surprised as he did.

         ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Verity.

         A traffic warden came up to them, stuck his tongue out, and ran away.

         Philo looked at Mr Spronkel.

         ‘Do you know what’s going on? You said that 108Lowercase City had the finest minds, the noblest people, and the best puddings in the kingdom.’
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         ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘I must find a pudding.’

         ‘But you …’

         But Mr Spronkel was running off into the crowd, rubbing his tummy, and repeating ‘… the finest fudges, the noblest eclairs, the stickiest toffees …’ And he vanished into the pandemonium.

         Philo and Verity looked around them. The chaos was actually rather frightening, and they backed into the doorway of a house to avoid a crowd of children who were all running with scissors.

         
            [image: ]109
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         Verity was upset. ‘I don’t remember Lowercase City being like this. I don’t remember that at all.’

         At that moment, the door behind them opened and a burglar sauntered out into the street. They knew he was a burglar because he was wearing a mask and a stripy top and he had a sack slung over his shoulder labelled SWAG.

         He seemed very relaxed for a burglar, and it was broad daylight. But then, out came the owner of the house to wave him off. He was smiling.

         ‘Have you stolen everything you need, old chap?’
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         110‘Think so,’ said the burglar. ‘All your silver’s in my sack. And the nice cufflinks your aunt gave you for Christmas.’

         ‘Splendid. Well I’ll see you later on then, shall I?’

         ‘Yes, you can burgle it all back this evening. I expect I’ll be in, but if I’m not, just smash the windows with a crowbar and climb in that way.’

         ‘Oh, I’ll enjoy that. I might try and steal your piano again, I just wish it weren’t so heavy. It is such a pretty piano.’

         ‘Well, do your best, but don’t strain anything.’

         ‘Righty ho.’

         ‘Cheerio.’

         ‘Toodle-pip.’

         Off strolled the burglar, and the homeowner went back inside whistling a little tune.

         ‘This is madness!’ said Verity.

         ‘It’s bad,’ said Philo.

         ‘Bad? It’s chaos. It’s a catastrophic calamity, or a calamitous catastrophe. I’m not sure which. Nobody is following the rules. We must find the Chief Policeman and tell him what’s happening. Come on!’

         Philo froze. He remembered the WANTED poster; it had been signed by the Chief Policeman. He could feel the weight of the shiny gold coin as though it were burning a hole in his pocket. But Verity had grabbed 111his hand and was pulling him along the cobbled street between the houses.

         ‘I think I should …’ said Philo. ‘I was thinking we should definitely go to the library first. The Golden Book. The Chief Policeman can wait.’

         Philo tried to pull Verity back, and Verity tried to pull Philo forward, and they both slipped over on a pile of apple cores and banana skins that were scattered messily on the pavement.

         ‘Look at this!’ said Verity picking herself up. ‘People have dropped their litter on the ground! And there’s a bin right there! Which makes it twice as bad!’

         And with that she started gathering up the rubbish. Philo started to help her, and soon they had almost all of it in the bin.

         ‘The Grand Library,’ said Philo. ‘We’ve got to get to the Grand Library. Then we can get home. And then, when we’re home, we can write a letter to the Chief Policeman and tell him what’s going on. But we’ve got to get to the library first.’

         Then, suddenly, Philo felt a hand on his shoulder.

         Sometimes a hand on your shoulder is a wonderful feeling, a friendly feeling, a loving feeling. And sometimes a hand on your shoulder is a big frightening policeman. This was one of the latter times.

         ‘’Ello, ’ello, ’ello,’ said that policeman. ‘What ’ave 112we ’ere?’ (The policeman didn’t pronounce any of his aitches.) ‘’Ow does it ’appen that you ’ave been ’eaping litter into a litter bin?’

         And he glared at them angrily.

         ‘We were trying to help,’ said Verity.

         ‘’Elp? ’Elp? Ow does it ’elp to be breaking the laws of Lowercase City? The punishment for what you are doing is ’arsh, you know, very ’arsh indeed. And I appear to ’ave appre’ended you red-’anded.’

         ‘But you’re meant to put rubbish in a rubbish bin,’ said Philo. ‘That’s why they’re called that.’

         ‘Not ’ere you aren’t. You ’ave to ’url your rubbish on the ground. Law says so. What you ’ave committed is an ’einous and ’orrid crime, you little ’ooligans. Now, stick your tongue out at me!’

         ‘What?’ asked Philo.

         ‘You ’eard. Stick your tongue out!’

         Philo wasn’t sure what to do. He wondered whether it was a trick to make him do something wrong. But the policeman looked so fierce, that he decided that it would be best to do something.

         So slowly, very slowly, Philo stuck his tongue out at the policeman.

         ‘And you!’ said the policeman, and he pointed at Verity.

         Verity stood still for a moment, as though making 113her mind up.

         ‘I won’t,’ she said quietly.

         ‘What?’ shouted the policeman.

         ‘I won’t stick my tongue out at a policeman,’ said Verity. ‘It’s against the rules.’

         ‘You ’orrible ’ippopotamus. You’ll pay for these ’igh jinks. I’m taking you to the Chief Policeman.’

         ‘Good,’ said Verity.
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            CHAPTER 19

            The two shelves

         

         After the hubbub and hoo-hah of the streets, the Chief Policeman’s office seemed clean and quiet, and it would have been rather pleasant, if Philo and Verity hadn’t been under arrest. There was a large desk, and behind it sat a large man with a large nose and a massive moustache. Behind him there was a window from which you could see the towers and turrets of Lowercase City. And there were two bookshelves, one on either side of the window. Above one of the bookshelves was a big sign saying:
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         And above the other was a sign saying:

         
            [image: ]

         

         115The policeman who had arrested them led Philo and Verity in, and then scuttled out. Leaving them in silence. The Chief Policeman didn’t speak for a very long time, instead he drummed his big fingers on the desk and stared at them.

         ‘I’m glad we’re here,’ said Verity. ‘I need to report—’

         ‘SILENCE!’ bellowed the Chief Policeman in the least silent voice Philo had ever heard. ‘I DEMAND BOTH PEACE AND QUIET.’

         Then he continued drumming his fingers on the table.

         ‘Don’t shout at Verity like that,’ said Philo. ‘It’s not—’

         The Chief Policeman leapt up from his chair, pulled open the big desk drawer, and took out a large sheet of paper.

         Philo gulped. It was the WANTED poster.

         ‘Are you Philo?’ asked the Chief Policeman, and his moustache trembled.

         ‘Yes,’ said Philo. ‘But—’

         ‘Well done,’ said the Chief of Police. ‘It’s good to see that people are stealing even in rural areas. But don’t you go thinking that I’ll let you get away with breaking the law just because of one good deed.’ 116

         Philo didn’t quite understand what that meant.

         ‘I’m innocent,’ said Philo. ‘I didn’t mean to steal the shiny gold coin. It was only because of the dropbears and the Flying Castle. Listen, I can give it back.’

         He took the shiny gold coin out of his pocket and held it out.

         ‘How dare you!’ yelled the Chief Policeman. ‘Putting litter in a bin! Not sticking your tongue out at a policeman! I had hoped that there was at least some good in you, when I saw that you were a thieving thief, but no! My trust was misplaced. Giving back what you’ve stolen is a Bad Thing, it almost cancels out having stolen in the first place.’

         ‘It’s not a bad thing,’ said Philo.

         ‘Oh yes it is,’ said the Chief Policeman. ‘It’s on the list of Bad Things.’ He pointed to the bookshelf on the right that was marked BAD THINGS. He got up from his chair and went over to it. There was a book marked ‘G’ and he took it down.

         ‘Let me see,’ he said flicking through the book. ‘Gratitude, Generosity, Giving stuff back.’ He tapped the page with his thumb, and pointed at the sign on the wall. ‘Bad Thing. Says here that it almost cancels out stealing.’

         He stroked his moustache, which had been shaking angrily. 117

         ‘But stealing is a Bad Thing,’ said Philo. ‘It must be. That’s … that’s why you made that WANTED poster in the first place.’

         ‘Stealing was previously thought to be a Bad Thing, that’s true. But further research – research conducted in this very office – has shown conclusively that stealing is on the list of Good Things.’

         The Chief Policeman marched over to the bookshelf on the other side of the window, the shelf that was labelled GOOD THINGS, and picked up a book marked S.

         ‘Here we go. Smuggling. Sneaking. Snivelling. Swindling. Stealing.’ He looked up at the sign saying GOOD THINGS and saluted. ‘At the time of making that WANTED poster, it was incorrectly assumed that stealing was a crime. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. Back in the bad old days you weren’t allowed to steal things, now you have to steal things. It’s the law.’

         Philo and Verity looked at each other.

         ‘Is that why we got arrested for putting litter in the bin?’

         ‘Most certainly. Throwing litter on the ground was another of those activities that were mistakenly believed to be crimes. But it has now been discovered that littering is on the list of GOOD THINGS. It also mentions that it counts double if you’re right next 118to a bin. On the other hand, tidying up and putting things away neatly is on the list of BAD THINGS.’

         ‘It can’t be,’ said Verity. ‘Tidying up is good.’

         The Chief Policeman pointed to the other shelf of books, the one labelled BAD THINGS.

         ‘You can see for yourself if you like. It’s right there under T. Between “Taking care when crossing the road” and “Turning over a new leaf ”.’

         Verity smiled.

         ‘Don’t you think, Mr Policeman …’

         ‘Mr Chief Policeman!’

         ‘Don’t you think, Mr Chief Policeman, that the books may have got muddled up? I mean, they may have been moved between the shelves. If you always used to think that stealing was a Bad Thing, perhaps that’s because it was on the list of Bad Things and then somebody moved it.’

         ‘Impossible!’ barked the Chief Policeman.

         ‘Why is it impossible?’

         ‘Nobody could have moved the books because nobody has access to this office except for me and Gerald.’

         ‘Who is Gerald?’

         ‘Gerald is my pet monkey. And he’s thoroughly decent and honest, UNLIKE YOU TWO. Isn’t that right, Gerald?’ 119

         The Chief Policeman looked up at the ceiling. Philo and Verity followed his gaze and saw a monkey sitting on the light-fitting.

         ‘Who’s a good little monkey?’ cooed the Chief Policeman, and Gerald dangled down by his tail and pointed to himself.

         ‘That’s right,’ said the Chief Policeman with a fatherly grin on his face. ‘You’re the best little monkey in the world. Not like these two urchins!’

         Gerald swung round to face Philo and Verity, and he grinned a big, toothy, evil grin.
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            CHAPTER 20

            Stealing is wrong

         

         It would be difficult to describe Gerald the monkey’s grin, were it not for two common phrases in the English language. The first is “cheeky little monkey”. The second is “monkeying around”. There is a good reason that these phrases exist, and Gerald proved that. He proved it because, as he dangled there by his tail showing all his teeth, his grin said, very clearly: “I’m a cheeky little monkey and I’ve been monkeying around.”

         ‘There is no possibility that the books have been meddled with,’ said the Chief Policeman. ‘Because I am a responsible officer of the law’ – here he twiddled his moustache – ‘and Gerald is the bestest, sweetest, goodest monkey in the whole wide world.’

         Gerald jumped down from the light and landed neatly on the Chief Policeman’s shoulder.

         ‘I can prove to you that stealing is a Bad Thing,’ said Verity. 121

         ‘No you can’t,’ said the Chief Policeman.

         ‘Stealing is taking something that belongs to somebody else, isn’t it?’

         ‘I suppose so,’ said the Chief Policeman. Gerald was stroking his hair.

         ‘So if things didn’t belong to people stealing would be impossible. Stealing is only possible if things belong to people. And belonging means owning, it means that it’s yours and other people shouldn’t take it. That’s what it means when something belongs to you.

         ‘So you can only steal things if people own things, and if people own things, you shouldn’t steal them, because that’s what owning means.’

         The Chief Policeman looked puzzled. He cocked his head on one side and furrowed his forehead, and looked like he was thinking awfully hard.

         ‘She’s right,’ said Philo. ‘Stealing is taking things that you shouldn’t take. That’s all stealing is. And if you should do it, then it wouldn’t be stealing.’

         The Chief Policeman sat down in his chair and thought. He tried to scratch his head, but Gerald was sitting on it.

         ‘I’ve come to a conclusion,’ he said at last. ‘A very important conclusion.’

         Verity smiled. 122

         ‘WHICH IS THAT YOU’RE BOTH TROUBLE-MAKERS AND YOU NEED TO BE LOCKED UP! GUARDS!’

         He picked up a little bell on his desk and rang it furiously. Policemen rushed into the room.

         ‘You two children are bad! Bad! Bad! Bad! You’re almost as bad as the Midnight Witch. Stealing really is a Good Thing, so is littering, and so is staying up after midnight being silly and dancing the conga. If they weren’t Good, they wouldn’t be on that shelf.’ He turned to the policemen. ‘Take these two ne’erdo-wells down to the Deep Dark Dungeon.’

      
   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            CHAPTER 21

            Escapes and their opposites

         

         The Deep Dark Dungeon was as dark and as deep as the deep, dark wood. The guards led them down lots of flights of stairs, each one steeper than the last, dirtier than the last, and more depressing than any flight of stairs has a right to be. Verity kept saying: ‘But I proved that stealing was illogical.’

         ‘No, you didn’t,’ said the policeman.

         ‘Yes, I did!’

         ‘No. You can’t have. Trust me. I know all about proofs because I’m a policeman. All proofs have to involve fingerprints. Well-known fact in the policing world. Fingerprints and confessions, and you can get both with a thumbscrew.’

         They had arrived at a drab and dreary corridor. A guard opened two cell doors. ‘One for you,’ he said to Philo, ‘and one for the little lady.’ 123

         ‘Can’t we go in together?’ said Philo, because he didn’t want to be alone.

         ‘Not a chance. You might use the opportunity to plan your next crime spree. We couldn’t be having that. Sprees are bad enough, but crime sprees are the worst. Especially well-planned ones.’

         ‘But I don’t plan crimes,’ said Verity.

         ‘But you do do them, don’t you? Now, in you go.’

         And they pushed Verity into one cell, and Philo into the other.

         The cell was made of bare stone, the ceiling was very high, and way up in one corner there was a barred window through which a little daylight dribbled down. There was a rusty old bed in one corner with half a mattress.

         Philo prowled around, having nothing else to do. He found that some people had scratched their initials in the wall, and somebody had even scratched a whole poem.
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         Philo wanted to escape. He had to get to the Grand 124Library. He had to find the Golden Book. He had to get home. And after all, escaping is what you were meant to do in prison. For a long while, Philo paced around his cell trying to plan a prison break. But all his plans involved ropes and ladders and skeleton keys, and things he didn’t have. There was nothing that you could do with the bed or the mattress except sit on them in despair. So that’s what Philo did.

         He had always wanted an adventure. And now, he supposed, he was having one. But it wasn’t how he’d imagined adventures at all. Adventures were meant to have ingenious escapes and defeated monsters and triumphant returns and glorious happy endings. Or that’s how he’d thought of them. Cheering crowds and the sunlight glinting on his sword.

         He missed Verity. He thought of home, because that’s what people do when they’re sad. At home, all the clocks would be striking suppertime. There’d be a great chorus of beeps and bongs and dings and dongs and cuckoo-cuckoo from the cuckoo clock. But would Aunt Harriet set a place for him at the table? And would she be writing out his schedule for tomorrow? Or would she already have given up?

         Philo desperately wanted them not to have given up. But now Philo wondered whether he already had.

         The sunlight faded from the high, barred window. 125Philo lay down. He was tired. He decided to get some sleep.

         And then he realized that he couldn’t give up, because of Verity. She had come all this way with him, even though she didn’t need to. She had shown him the way to Lowercase City. She would have got him through the Penguin Gate if he had listened to her. She had stood up to the Chief Policeman. And she had hugged him when he solved the Bridge-Riddler’s riddle. That last one seemed the most important. And what had she got in return? Verity was locked up in a gloomy cell in the Deep Dark Dungeon, all alone.

         Philo decided that he couldn’t give up, because of Verity, and that he hadn’t given up, because of Verity. And now that he came to think about it, that’s what adventures were: they were about heroes who were always in danger, but never ran away; or in despair, but never gave up; or in prison, but cleverly escaped.

         But, unfortunately, all those brave thoughts didn’t change by one jot or tittle the fact that he was locked in a cell.

         And then he had an idea.

         He got up from the bed and banged on the door as hard as he could. At last, he heard footsteps and then the gruff voice of the gaoler who had locked them up. 126

         ‘Excuse me, Mr Gaoler,’ said Philo.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘I was just wondering whether this door should be locked.’

         ‘What do you mean? Of course it should be locked. It’s a prison door. That’s what you do with prison doors. You lock them. I learned that at gaoler school. It was central to our training.’

         ‘Well I know that that’s what you used to do,’ said Philo. ‘But I think it’s different now. Why don’t you go up and check with the Chief Policeman. Ask him whether locking cell doors is a Good Thing or a Bad Thing.’

         
             

         

         Verity was asleep when Philo tiptoed into her cell, so he shook her shoulder to wake her up.

         ‘What’s happening?’ asked Verity.

         ‘We’re escaping.’

         ‘Oh no, we can’t do that.’

         ‘Yes we can. Locking cells is now on the list of Bad Things, so we can sneak straight out.’

         ‘No.’ Verity sat up. ‘Escaping is wrong. I can prove it logically.’

         ‘You’re meant to escape from prison.’

         ‘No, no, no, no, no. Prisons are buildings that you’re not mean to escape from. If you start by 127assuming …’

         ‘Just come on,’ said Philo. ‘We’ve got to get to the Grand Library.’ And he took her hand and led her out of the cell and up the dark staircase. When they got to the top they heard the noise of shouting and music drifting in from the street. There was one policeman asleep at a desk beside the front door.

         ‘We should wake him up and ask him to stop us escaping,’ said Verity.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Because following the rules is important.’

         Verity stamped her feet.

         ‘But the rules are silly.’

         ‘Just because they’re silly, doesn’t mean that they aren’t rules. Rules are always rules.’

         Philo thought about this for a moment. He was beginning to think that Verity was a bit crazy.

         ‘It would be very rude to wake him up when he’s sleeping,’ said Philo. ‘And you shouldn’t be rude.’

         Verity thought about this.

         ‘You’re right,’ she said.

         ‘Then let’s escape.’

         He took her hand. They ran out into the street. Then they stopped in shock and surprise.
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            CHAPTER 22

            Wronger than a conga

         

         A city can be beautiful late at night, when the last chimes of the midnight bell have sounded and died away, and the moon gazes down on the silent streets. You can, if you stay up very late, wander down pavements with no one else on them; you can cross great crossroads with not a car in sight; you can pass empty shops and silent streets; and you can watch the traffic lights change when there’s nobody to stop, and nobody to go.

         Lowercase City was nothing like that.

         The music was deafening. There were musicians running around with trumpets and trombones, bassoons and bagpipes and great big drums that they banged and thumped. And there were people everywhere: old and young, tall and short, fat and thin. Each person had their hands on the waist of the person in front of them, and they were all dancing. Every single 130one of them.

         ‘This must be against the rules!’ cried Verity. ‘Even here! What are they doing?’

         ‘They’re …’ Philo didn’t know what to say. ‘They’re dancing.’

         He looked at the crowds moving in long winding lines. And then he realized the terrible truth.

         ‘They’re dancing the conga,’ said Philo. ‘Don’t you remember what the Chief Policeman told us? He said that staying up after midnight being silly and dancing the conga was now compulsory. This must be the conga.’

         He had to shout to make himself heard over the sound of music.

         
            Ta-la-da-da-da DA DA ta-la-da-da-da DA DA la-darrr-darrr DA DA la-darrr-darrr-DA-DA 131
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         ‘Does it ever stop?’ asked Verity.

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Philo. ‘Let’s just escape.’ ‘Where are we escaping to?’

         ‘To the Grand Library.’

         ‘Where’s that?’

         ‘I’m not sure,’ said Philo. ‘Let’s think about the escaping from first, and then we’ll do the escaping to.’

         They crept out into the street, and turned towards what seemed to be a main square.

         ‘Perhaps we should go back to prison,’ said Verity, ‘even if it is impolite.’ 132

         But the way back had already been blocked by a long conga line, dancing away and being very silly.

         ‘Let’s hurry,’ said Philo.

         They walked quickly along with the congas snaking past them. The dancers seemed to be in groups. They saw one line that was all old ladies, and another that was all chefs (they could tell by the white aprons and the tall hats). They pressed onward until they got to a crossroads.

         ‘Which way?’ asked Verity.

         ‘Right,’ said Philo because, even though he didn’t know, he had to pick a direction.

         People in the congas were looking at them. They were the only ones who weren’t dancing and being silly. Somebody shouted something, but they couldn’t hear what over the music.

         Then they saw the Chief Policeman.

         He was in a conga line full of policemen, all in their dark blue uniforms, with shiny silver badges.

         ‘ESCAPED PRISONERS!’ shouted the Chief Policeman.

         ‘Run!’ said Philo.

         And they ran.

         ‘AFTER THEM! MAINTAIN FORMATION!’

         They ran down the middle of the street, with the line of policeman conga-ing after them. 133

         ‘They’re catching up!’ cried Verity. It was astonishing how fast the police could dance.

         ‘ESCAPED PRISONERS! THAT’S THE WORST SORT OF PRISONER! SPEED UP THE MUSIC!’

         The musicians doubled their speed.
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         ‘Down here,’ said Philo.

         They dashed down a cobbled street that led towards a grand building adorned with pillars and pediments. Their feet slipped and slid on the smooth stones. But when they got to the end they realized something.

         ‘It’s a dead end,’ said Philo, even though that was obvious.

         The conga was coming towards them.

         ‘But look!’ cried Verity.

         Above the door of the grand building, carved in the stone in big capital letters were three words:

         THE GRAND LIBRARY

         The door was hanging open on its hinges. Philo 134and Verity ran inside, filled with desperate hope. But inside was chaos. The floor was thick with scraps of paper, all torn up and scattered about. There was paper on the stairs, and torn pages in the doorways. And book covers thrown hither and thither.

         Verity was looking around her.

         ‘What happened here?’ she said.

         Philo could see what had happened. Above them was a huge official-looking sign. It said:
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         Except that it didn’t say that. Because the word NOT had been crossed out. So it said:
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         ‘Oh no,’ said Philo. And he sat down on the floor. All hope was gone. Verity sat down next to him 135and the policemen danced in through the broken door.

         ‘POLICEMEN, DANCE TO STARBOARD! PERFORM AN ENCIRCLING CONGA!’

         ‘Look,’ said Verity, and she pointed. On the far side of the room lay the cover of a golden book. But all the pages had been torn out.
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         Verity took Philo’s hand very gently. The conga was all around them now. The constable at the front of the line had grabbed hold of the waist of the detective right at the back. They were completely surrounded by dancing policemen.
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            CHAPTER 23

            Childe Philo to the dark tower came

         

         It’s been mentioned before that Lowercase City has two gates: the Gate of Rubies and the Gate of Rotters. Most tourists and travellers only see one of them. They see the magnificent Gate of Rubies with all its towers, turrets and emeralds; they enter by the grand entrance and they exit by the grand exit.

         Philo and Verity had entered by the grand entrance, but they left by a gate that was covered in spikes, that was by a ditch, that smelled of drains and rotting food; they left by the Gate of Rotters.

         It was dawn, and they had been loaded onto the back of a cart that was drawn by a donkey. They set out slowly into the mountains, past cliffs and crags, and the path got narrower and the wind got colder and the great green world was left far behind. 137

         Far up in the air they could see vultures and eagles, down on the ground they saw rocks and boulders. They had been tied up with ropes, but Philo eventually managed to hold Verity’s hand. He thought that this would make her less scared, but it also took away his fear.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Philo. There wasn’t any need to whisper, but it seemed appropriate on such a dreary road.

         ‘Why?’ whispered Verity.

         ‘You’re only in all this trouble because you were helping me. It’s my fault we’re both here.’

         ‘That’s OK,’ said Verity. ‘At least we’re on our own together. It’s a lot better than being on your own on your own. That’s when the Midnight Witch gets you.’ And she squeezed his hand.

         Somewhere very, very far away, among the windy peaks, Philo thought he could hear a bell ringing. It was a slow, solemn tolling as though the largest bell in the world was being swung by the icy wind high, high in the mountains. It reminded Philo of the clocks of home. But now was no time to think of home. He decided that he had to save Verity first. That was the point of the adventure.

         Hours passed before they caught sight of their destination. On a lonely outcrop of rock next to a river 138was a tall, dark tower.

         ‘Oh no!’ said Verity. ‘It’s the Tower of Punishment.’

         ‘What’s that?’ asked Philo.

         ‘I don’t really know. I’ve heard of lots of people being sent there. But I’ve never heard of anyone coming back.’

         Philo held her hand tighter.

         ‘How do you know this is the Tower of Punishment?’

         ‘Because of that banner.’

         ‘Oh, I see.’

         There was a big banner hanging over the path. It said:

         
            [image: ]

         

         And underneath in smaller writing:

         
             

         

         CELEBRATING 150 YEARS OF

CRUEL CHASTISEMENT!

         
             

         

         When they pulled up outside, they saw a guard with a spear outside a small door. He ran up to the cart. 139

         ‘Hello, greetings and, as the French say, bienvenue to the Tower of Punishment. Let me help you down from the cart there. Easy, madam, mind your step. Come along, sir. On behalf of the whole team I’d like to wish you a long and pleasant stay!’

         He paused for a moment, smiling at Philo and Verity.

         ‘But unfortunately I can’t! Because we specialize in short painful stays!’ And he started to laugh so hard that he nearly dropped his spear. ‘That’s my little joke!’

         He led them through a small door into the tower. It was grey and gloomy and a huge staircase led upwards from the entrance hall.

         ‘Now if you’d be so good as to follow me upstairs, I’ll introduce you to my boss. I’m sure she’ll be expecting you, and have all of the relevant information. But maybe …’

         He paused on the staircase.

         ‘Maybe you’re hungry and would like something to eat?’

         ‘Yes please,’ said Philo. ‘You see, we haven’t had any breakfast.’

         ‘Well I’d love to offer you a main course, but I’m afraid that here at the Tower of Punishment we don’t do main courses … we do just desserts!’ 140

         Again he burst out laughing.

         ‘Do you get it? Main courses? Just desserts? Do you see? That’s my little joke. I always like to keep things light-hearted. I always say: “If you can’t laugh, what can you do?” That’s a very important lesson in life. It was my careers’ adviser first said that to me, and I’ve never forgotten it: “If you can’t laugh what can you do?”’

         They continued up the stairs. Philo felt very hungry and Verity looked very gloomy. Eventually they came to a big oak door with a brass sign on it that said Vice-Punisher.

         ‘Here we are,’ said the guard. He opened the door and led them into an office where a lady in glasses was sitting behind a desk reading some papers. She looked at them sternly as they came in.

         The guard saluted, and then turned to the children. ‘I’ll leave you in this lady’s very capable hands. She’ll know what to do with you. She’s fantastic at her job. Brilliant woman. Could have done any career, you know? She would have been brilliant in education. Could have been a great educator. Do you know why? Because she’s absolutely great at teaching people a lesson they’ll never forget!’

         And he laughed himself all the way out of the room. Even when the door swung shut behind him, 141they could hear him echoing down the staircase.

         ‘Education … Teacher … teach you a lesson … my little joke.’

         The lady looked at Philo and Verity, then she looked at her papers, then she looked at Philo and Verity again.

         ‘Don’t interrupt,’ she snapped suddenly. ‘I am Mrs Clipboard, the Vice-Punisher, and I punish vice.’
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            CHAPTER 24

            In which Verity interrupts

         

         Mrs Clipboard was sitting behind a desk holding a clipboard. She had a lot of curly hair that was tied up on top of her head, and she wore the largest pair of glasses that Philo had ever seen. The frames were very thick and made of wood, and the lenses were so thick that they made her eyes enormous. She had a brisk, stern face, and stern, brisk voice.

         ‘Come in. Sit down. No. Not there. Over there. The two stools, can’t you see them? Yes. Them. The chairs are only for members of staff and employees of the Tower of Punishment. You are neither. You are prisoners, so you must sit on the stools. It’s in the regulations.’

         And she tapped a big book on her desk marked REGULATIONS. 143

         ‘Now, you must be Philo and you must be Verity. No. It doesn’t matter which way around it is. It says here’ – she tapped her clipboard – ‘that you have committed exactly the same crimes and will therefore receive exactly the same punishment. Don’t interrupt.’

         They sat in silence for a while as Mrs Clipboard continued to read her clipboard.

         ‘We didn’t commit any crimes at all,’ said Verity. ‘It was all because of a monkey.’

         ‘A monkey?’

         ‘Called Gerald. You see, he—’

         ‘Blame it all on innocent animals, would you? I suppose that that is typical of a hardened criminal like you. But it won’t wash here. Nothing washes here, not even the guards. We do things By The Book, and we don’t blame chimpanzees.’

         ‘It wasn’t a chimpanzee. It was a monkey called Gerald.’

         ‘I don’t care if it was an elephant called Susan. It won’t wash here. Now, don’t interrupt.’

         Mrs Clipboard continued to consult her clipboard.

         ‘It says here that you have both committed twenty-three criminal offences. This warrants a serious punishment. Of course, it will have to be one that is suitable for children. So …’ 144

         She picked up a pile of papers and started to leaf through them.

         ‘Let me see. Ah yes, here it is … suitable for those who have committed twenty-three offences or more. You’re to be thrown into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles.’

         ‘What’s that?’ asked Philo.

         Mrs Clipboard gave him a brisk, stern look.

         ‘The Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles is a pit that contains crocodiles. Any further questions?’

         There was a moment of silence.

         ‘Yes,’ said Verity. ‘I have a question. You said that the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles was a pit that contains crocodiles.’

         ‘That’s exactly what I said.’

         ‘But I notice that you didn’t say that it contained very hungry crocodiles. Why not?’

         Mrs Clipboard looked suddenly awkward. She glared at Verity, but Verity didn’t react.

         ‘Well … you see … there is … er … some confusion … some doubt … some debate … as to how hungry the crocodiles actually are. We at the Tower of Punishment have been doing our best, our very best, to try to … find out … to discover … to ascertain … the exact levels of hungriness that the crocodiles at the bottom of the pit are … experiencing.’ 145

         Mrs Clipboard fell silent.

         ‘And what did you find out?’ asked Verity.

         ‘We took decisive action. The Tower-Master, who’s in charge of the whole building, went down to the bottom of the pit with a survey to ask the crocodiles how hungry they were …’

         Mrs Clipboard tailed off again.

         ‘And what did he find out?’

         ‘He didn’t come back. He failed to report on his findings, which was very disappointing. Nobody knows what happened to him. We were flummoxed.’

         ‘So what did you do?’

         ‘What could we do? We sent the Deputy-Tower-Master down the pit to find out what had happened to the Tower-Master. Astonishingly, he too failed to report back.’

         ‘And then?’ asked Verity.

         ‘We sent the Assistant-Deputy-Tower-Master to find out where the Deputy-Tower-Master was. He too abandoned his duty and disappeared.’

         ‘And then?’

         ‘By that time we were running low on staff. The Vice-Assistant-Deputy-Tower-Master (which is me) had to take on overall command of the whole building. It’s a very time-consuming job, so I haven’t been able to conduct any further research. However, we’re 146confident of one of three conclusions. One: there are crocodiles down there and they’re very hungry. Two: there are crocodiles down there, but they’ve eaten all the men and their clipboards and their stomachs are now full, meaning that they’re not hungry any more. Three: the crocodiles have an alternative source of food, perhaps chocolates, so delicious that the men we sent down there are still down there eating chocolates with the crocodiles.’

         ‘Why don’t you go down and check?’ asked Verity.

         Mrs Clipboard glared at her.

         ‘Because I am much too important,’ she said. ‘Hadn’t you realized that?’

         ‘I’d only realized that you’re the silliest woman I’ve ever met,’ said Verity firmly.

         ‘How dare you!’

         ‘Quite easily,’ said Verity. ‘I dare things quite easily.’

         Mrs Clipboard’s cheeks turned red and her eyes narrowed.

         ‘Just for that, young lady, just for that, I shall add a Worsener to your punishment. If you insult the staff of the Tower of Punishment, then you always have a Worsener added. I shall get the list of Worseners.’

         She jumped up and ran over to another pile of paper that was standing on a little table in the corner. 147Her hands were shaking with anger, but she picked them up and started to leaf through.

         ‘Worseners. Worseners. Worseners. Here we are. Really hard. With bells on. All day long. In the cold. In the dark. Just when you’re not expecting it … That’s it! That’s it! Just when you’re not expecting it! I sentence you both to be thrown into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles Just When You’re Not Expecting It!’

         Then she marched over to a brass tube that was poking out of one of the walls and shouted into it: ‘Send up the Executioner.’
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            CHAPTER 25

            The unexpected sentence

         

         The Executioner didn’t really look like an executioner. That’s what Philo thought anyway. Of course, he had never actually seen an executioner before; but he had always assumed that they were tall, frightening men, with maybe a few scars or an eye-patch, or a limp or something. He certainly didn’t expect an executioner to look shy and a bit plump and be nervously fiddling with their hat.

         The Executioner was shy and a bit plump and was nervously fiddling with his hat.

         ‘Don’t interrupt,’ said Mrs Clipboard before anybody had had the chance to say anything.

         ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ said the Executioner.

         Mrs Clipboard glared at him.

         ‘These are two very dangerous criminals, who have been sent to us to be mercilessly punished.’

         ‘Oh good,’ said the Executioner. ‘I find it so hard 149to mercifully punish people. I get confused, you see.’

         ‘Don’t interrupt!’

         ‘Sorry, ma’am.’

         ‘They are dangerous and extremely rude, so watch out.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         ‘The punishment I have selected for them is number twenty-three, I’m sure you know what that is.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am, tickling to death.’

         ‘No!’ Mrs Clipboard looked furious. ‘Tickling to death is number fourteen.’

         ‘Oh. Sorry, ma’am. I remember now. Twenty-three is being chased up a chimney.’

         ‘No! That’s thirty-one.’

         ‘Death by chocolate?’

         ‘No! No! No! Twenty-three is the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles.’

         ‘Of course, ma’am. Yes. That was going to be my very next guess.’ The Executioner paused. ‘Or at least in the next few.’

         ‘Don’t interrupt. The punishment for these impolite brigands is number twenty-three – the Pit of Crocodiles – with a Worsener. The Worsener is “Just when they’re not expecting it”.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am. When they’re not expecting it. As you wish, ma’am. Anything you say, ma’am …’ 150

         The Executioner paused again and looked confused.

         ‘But, ma’am …’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Won’t they be expecting it now that you’ve said it? I mean they’re right there. They must have heard. So now they’ll expect it.’

         ‘Of course they’re expecting it generally,’ said Mrs Clipboard. ‘But they don’t know WHEN. The WHEN is the important bit. You see, today is Monday. I want you to throw them into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles one day this week. You can pick any day you like. Today, or Tuesday or Wednesday or Thursday or Friday or Saturday or Sunday. But they must not know which day.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         ‘That way they’ll spend all week being horribly scared. Every day they’ll wake up thinking “Is today the day we’ll be thrown into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles?” And they won’t know the answer. That will make each day even worse! They will be perpetually terrified! And that …’ Mrs Clipboard turned and glared at Philo and Verity. ‘That will serve them right for being very rude to me, when I’m just doing my job.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         ‘Don’t interrupt! Now, do you understand all that precisely?’ 151

         ‘Yes, ma’am. I’m to throw them into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles one day this week. It can be any day Monday to Sunday, but it’s got to be on a day when they’re not expecting it.’

         ‘That is it. Get it right this time. You have been making too many mistakes lately. There will be no mistakes, understand? It’s better not to do it at all than to get it wrong.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         ‘Don’t interrupt! And take these two rude rascals away. I never want to see them again.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         Philo and Verity still had their hands tied behind their backs. As the Executioner led them down a long, dark flight of stairs, Philo leaned over to Verity.

         ‘I have a plan,’ he whispered. ‘First we have to gnaw through each other’s ropes and then we have to get hold of swords somehow. I’ve got it all worked out. Except I’ll need to know how to rock-climb, and you’ll need to do some juggling to distract everybody. Do you know how to juggle?’

         ‘No,’ said Verity. ‘But I don’t need to. And we don’t need swords either. We can think our way out. Don’t you see how?’

         ‘No,’ said Philo.

         ‘It’s obvious,’ said Verity, and she smiled.
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            CHAPTER 26

            Never jam today

         

         The Executioner opened a little door at the bottom of the stairs and led them out into the sunlight. It was quite pleasant, really, outside the tower. Even though all the mountains rose up threateningly around them, towering cliffs, sharp summits and slowly grinding glaciers, down here there was a little patch of grass beside a river that flowed happily off between the crags. There was even a little red dinghy tied up to a jetty bobbing happily in the current.

         And in the middle of the patch of grass was a hole. It wasn’t a huge hole, just big enough that you couldn’t quite jump across it, or, to put it another way, just big enough to throw a person down.

         ‘That,’ said the Executioner pointing nervously, ‘is the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles. Well, to be honest, nobody knows how hungry the crocodiles really are. But I’m meant to show it to you anyway, in order to fill you with terror.’ 153

         He fumbled his black cap nervously.

         ‘You are filled with terror aren’t you? It’s just that if you aren’t, I’ll be in trouble.’

         Philo and Verity both nodded a bit. Philo didn’t think the pit looked that terrifying. But then he remembered that it was filled with crocodiles, and crocodiles are frightening no matter how hungry they are.

         But then he remembered that Verity had a plan.

         ‘So,’ continued the Executioner, ‘that’s where I’ll be hurling you one day this week, on a day when you’re not expecting it.’

         ‘Ah yes,’ said Verity. ‘Any day from Monday to Saturday.’

         ‘No, no,’ said the Executioner. ‘Monday to Sunday. Mrs Clipboard said that you could be thrown in on any day from Monday to Sunday.’

         Verity smiled.

         ‘I know she said that. But she also said that it had to be on a day that we’re not expecting it.’

         The Executioner scratched his head.

         ‘So,’ said Verity. ‘Sunday is the last possible day, isn’t it?’

         ‘I suppose so,’ said the Executioner.

         ‘So if we wake up on Sunday morning, and we’re still alive, then we’ll know that today is the day we’re thrown into the pit, because it’s the last possible day.’ 154

         ‘I don’t understand,’ said the Executioner.

         ‘It’s simple,’ said Verity. ‘You have to execute us on Monday or Tuesday or Wednesday or Thursday or Friday or Saturday or Sunday.’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘So if you haven’t executed us on Monday or on Tuesday or on Wednesday or on Thursday or on Friday or on Saturday, then you’ll only have one day left to do it.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Sunday.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And you know that.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And we know that.’ She smiled at Philo. ‘So if we’re still alive on Sunday morning. We’ll know you have to execute us that day. And you’re not allowed to execute us on a day we’re expecting it.’

         ‘Oh …’ said the Executioner slowly. ‘Ohhhh … Ooooohhh … I see. You’re right. If I leave it till Sunday, then you’ll know that Sunday is the day, and then you’ll be expecting it. So then I won’t be allowed to do it.’

         ‘Exactly,’ said Verity. ‘And remember what Mrs Clipboard said: “It’s better not to do it at all than to get it wrong.”’ 155

         ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ said the Executioner. He seemed happy now that he’d understood. ‘I see that now. I’m glad you pointed that out. I must remember that I can only execute you on any day from Monday until Saturday.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Verity. ‘Saturday is the last possible day.’

         ‘The last possible day is Saturday,’ said the Executioner. ‘Got it.’

         And he smiled a big smile.

         ‘Which means, of course,’ said Verity. ‘That you can’t execute us on Saturday.’

         ‘Ah … what?’

         The smile vanished from the Executioner’s face.

         ‘Well we just worked out that Saturday was the last possible day that you could do it, didn’t we?’ said Verity.

         ‘We did. Yes. I remember that.’

         ‘So, if we’re still alive on Saturday morning, and if you know, and we know, that Saturday is the last possible day; then we’ll be expecting to be executed on Saturday.’

         ‘Oh, yes, of course.’

         ‘And you can’t execute us on a day we’re expecting, can you?’

         ‘No. I definitely can’t. It’s like Mrs Clipboard said: 156“It’s better not to do it at all, than to get it wrong.”’

         ‘Precisely,’ said Verity. And she gave the Executioner a reassuring smile because he looked so worried. ‘So you can’t do Sunday, and you can’t do Saturday. So the last possible day you can execute us is now Friday.’

         ‘Friday!’ exclaimed the Executioner happily. ‘I can throw you into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles on any day from Monday to Friday.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Verity. ‘We both know it can’t happen on Sunday. We both know it can’t happen on Saturday. So Friday is now the last possible day.’

         ‘OK,’ said the Executioner. ‘Well that still gives me five days. I’ll just have to remember that Friday is the last possib … OH NO!’

         ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Verity.

         ‘Well,’ said the Executioner. ‘It seems to me, unless I’m wrong, that if Friday is the last possible day, and you know that, and I know that, then …’

         ‘Oh,’ said Verity. ‘You’re quite right. You can’t do Friday either. It’ll have to be Monday to Thursday.’

         ‘Yep,’ said Philo, who had worked out Verity’s plan. ‘Thursday is the very last possible day that you can … uh-oh.’

         ‘Oh dear,’ said the Executioner.

         ‘You can’t do Thursday,’ said Verity.

         ‘I can’t. This is going horribly wrong.’ 157

         ‘You’ve still got Monday to Wednesday,’ said Philo, trying to sound comforting.

         ‘Not any more!’ wailed the Executioner. ‘Because if you know that, and I know that …’

         ‘Monday to Tuesday,’ suggested Verity.

         ‘That’s right,’ said Philo. ‘Except that … if we know it’s got to be today or tomorrow then, when we wake up tomorrow …’

         ‘It’ll have to be today,’ said Verity. ‘Today’s Monday.’

         ‘Got to be today,’ said Philo. ‘There’s no other way around it.’

         ‘It has to be today,’ said the Executioner.

         ‘We all know that now.’ Verity nodded.

         ‘Yes,’ sighed Philo. ‘You know it has to be today. Verity knows it has to be today. I know it has to be today. Today is the only day that you can throw us into the Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles.’

         The Executioner sat down on the grass. He stared at his black cap in bewilderment.

         ‘But now I can’t do it at all,’ he said. ‘Or I could do it, but you’d be expecting it. And Mrs Clipboard was very precise. Very precise indeed.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Verity. ‘I remember her saying that it’s better not to do it at all, than to make mistakes.’

         The Executioner buried his head in his hands.

         ‘Oh why did I have to become an executioner? I 158never wanted to kill people. I wanted to be an executive, not an executioner. Oh, curse my bad spelling!’

         And he began to cry.

         Philo seized the moment. Their hands were still tied behind their back, so he whispered in Verity’s ear: ‘Listen I can’t untie myself, and you can’t untie yourself. But if we stand back to back we can untie each other.’

         ‘Good idea,’ said Verity, and while the Executioner continued to sob, they tugged and fiddled with each other’s ropes until they were both free.

         ‘Do you mind if we have a go in that boat?’ asked Philo pointing at the red dinghy tied up on the river bank. ‘It looks such fun.’

         ‘Go ahead,’ sobbed the Executioner. ‘It doesn’t matter what you do if I can’t execute you.’

         Philo and Verity hurried over to the dinghy, untied it from its mooring, and climbed in.

         ‘Do you know how to row?’ asked Verity.

         ‘I think so,’ said Philo.

         Once they were both snugly in the boat, he pushed off from the jetty and the boat drifted out into the river. Then suddenly they heard a voice shouting.

         ‘WAIT!’

         It was the Executioner. He was running over to the river bank. He rushed to the end of the jetty. 159

         ‘What is it?’ called Verity.

         ‘Can you come back?’ shouted the Executioner.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I’ve just realized! We both know that I can’t execute you on any of the days of the week, because you’d be expecting it. Right?’

         ‘Right!’ called Verity.

         ‘So now you know that I can’t execute you. And I know that you know. And so … so you wouldn’t be expecting it after all. So I can execute you on any day of the week!’

         Verity furrowed her brow. Then she turned to Philo.

         ‘You know he’s right,’ she said. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

         ‘So what?’ said Philo.

         ‘So we have to go back.’
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            CHAPTER 27

            Having a row while rowing

         

         ‘We have to go back,’ repeated Verity, very firmly.

         She and Philo were sitting in the little red dinghy drifting out into the wide blue river. Around them towered the mountains and the crags. On the riverbank the Executioner was still waving to them frantically.

         ‘CAN YOU COME BACK HERE, PLEASE?’

         ‘Row back to shore,’ said Verity.

         She pointed to the oars that were sitting snugly in their holders: handles down in the boat, and blades pointed upwards and outwards towards the mountains peaks.

         ‘PLEASE COME BACK. I REALLY OUGHT TO EXECUTE YOU. I PROMISE TO DO IT WHEN YOU’RE NOT EXPECTING.’ 161
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         162Philo picked up the oars. He had never actually rowed a boat before, but he had seen how it was done. You have to sit with your back facing in the direction that you want to go. It’s the opposite of driving or riding a bike. You face towards the thing you want to get away from.

         Verity didn’t know that.

         When Philo took the oars she smiled a big smile, and waved to the Executioner.

         ‘We’re on our way!’

         The Executioner jumped for joy.

         ‘THANK YOU. THE CROCODILES WILL BE SO PLEASED.’

         Philo took the oars by the handles. He held them up and out, so that the blades went into the water, and then he pulled them back towards his chest.

         The dinghy moved. It moved away from the shore and away from the Executioner.

         Verity stopped smiling.

         ‘Philo, what are you doing?’

         ‘Escaping,’ said Philo. He pulled on the oars again and the boat moved farther out into the blue river.

         ‘But … but we mustn’t escape. It’s against the rules. We have to go back and be executed.’

         ‘YOU’RE GOING THE WRONG WAY!’

         The Executioner was still jumping, but not for joy. 163Philo took another stroke with the oars. They were moving quite fast now, out into the open current.

         ‘I don’t want to be executed,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to be thrown into a Pit of Very Hungry Crocodiles.’

         ‘But we have to be executed! It’s the only logical conclusion!’

         Verity was getting angry now. But Philo didn’t care because he was angry too.

         ‘I’m not going to let anybody kill me because of logic,’ he said. ‘That’s mad!’

         ‘It’s not mad!’ shouted Verity. ‘It’s the rules. Madness is not following the rules.’

         ‘Well, I don’t want to obey the rules!’ shouted Philo, and he pulled as hard as he could on the oars. ‘I’d much prefer to live.’

         ‘You have to obey the rules.’

         ‘Not if they’re stupid rules! If the rules are stupid, you should break them.’

         Verity was furious now. She was half-screaming, and half-crying.

         ‘Give me those,’ she shrieked, and she grabbed hold of the oars.

         Philo didn’t let go, but nor did Verity. He couldn’t row any more, but he pulled them as hard as he could towards him. Verity pulled as hard as she could the other way, and the blades stuck up in the air. 164

         ‘Rules are there to be obeyed!’ said Verity through gritted teeth.

         ‘Rules are there to be broken,’ said Philo trying to pull the oars out of her hands.

         They both pulled as hard as they possibly could.

         ‘You’re horrible!’ cried Verity. ‘You’re worse than the Midnight Witch!’

         And, quite suddenly, Verity let go.

         This was a problem, because Philo had been pulling as hard as he possibly could. He had been putting every half-ounce of his strength into pulling those oars towards him. So when Verity let go without warning, Philo found himself falling backwards. He didn’t fall out of the boat though. He fell backwards into the bottom of the dinghy. He hit the back of his head on the wooden boards really rather hard. A shock of pain ran through his whole body.

         Philo let go of the oars.

         ‘Owwwwww!’

         His head hurt so much that it was all he could do not to cry. He could feel the tears rushing to his eyes. But he wasn’t going to let them escape. Not in front of Verity. Slowly, very slowly, he struggled back up into his seat.

         ‘I can’t believe you did that,’ said Verity.

         ‘What?’ asked Philo. His head felt like a volcano. 165

         ‘You threw the oars overboard just so that we can’t go back.’

         Philo looked. His mouth fell open in despair. The boat was drifting along in the current, and the oars were floating lazily away. Way off in the distance now, the tiny figure of the Executioner was still waving and shouting, but you couldn’t hear what he was saying any more.

         ‘Oh no,’ said Philo.

         The river was speeding up. Little white bits of foam topped the dark waves. On either side of them high grey cliffs closed in, so that there was no green riverbank left. Instead, the river was rushing between huge stone walls, and the dinghy rushed with it.

         ‘This is all your fault,’ said Verity. ‘I loathe you.’
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            CHAPTER 28

            Which is about getting goats and losing rags

         

         We all, sometimes, lose our temper. We shouldn’t, but we do. Some people lose theirs more than others. And some people seem to have lost their temper long ago, and never found it again. Of course, that’s the thing to do when you lose anything – whether it’s your favourite toy, or the key to the front door, or your temper – you should try and find it As Quickly As Possible.

         Naturally, you can’t look for your temper under the bed, or behind the sofa. But you can try and remember when you last had it, or where you usually keep it. And then you will remember why you don’t usually shout and scream at people and call them nasty names. It’s because you love them, and because you’re not really a nasty person. 167

         That is the great problem with losing your temper: you do things that you will regret doing and you say things that you will regret saying once you have found your temper again.

         We don’t need to describe everything that Philo said to Verity as the little red dinghy spun down the river between high stone cliffs. Nor do we need to describe everything that Verity said to Philo as they shot through rapids and between boulders, just missing jagged rocks that might have smashed the boat to pieces had they hit them.

         I will only tell you that the list of names Philo called Verity included: fathead, idiot, dummy, nincompoop, goody-two-shoes, pea-head and birdbrain. The list of names that Verity called Philo included: villain, buffoon, ruffian, varlet, hoodlum, malefactor, recidivist and scofflaw, which shows the advantages of having a big vocabulary.

         To be fair to Philo, he had had a very nasty knock on the head, and Verity had been trying to get them executed. To be fair to Verity, she was only trying to follow the rules.

         But being fair doesn’t always matter. The point is that they had both lost their tempers and weren’t doing anything about trying to find them again. Verity didn’t like being called a fathead, because nobody likes being 168called a fathead; and Philo didn’t like being called a scofflaw, because he didn’t know what it meant.

         Each insult, each nasty name, just made the other person more angry and more upset, and their tempers were as lost and far away as the oars by the time that the boat slowed, drifted and bumped onto a pebbly shore.

         Verity jumped to her feet and stepped daintily out of the boat. She was angry and her face was stained with tears. Philo got out after her. He was angry too, and there was a lumpy bruise on the back of his head.

         The landscape that they stepped into was strange and bleak and bare. No trees grew and there were no plants between the boulders and the pebbles. There was not a spot of green to be seen anywhere, just piles of bare rocks and stones and gravel. It was as though they were on the surface of the moon.

         ‘I’m going this way,’ said Verity. ‘Don’t try and come with me.’

         She set off to the left, down a sort of valley, picking her way among the rocks.

         ‘I don’t want to come with you,’ snapped Philo. ‘You’d probably just try and have me executed.’

         Philo set off uphill.

         ‘Again!’ he shouted. But Verity didn’t look back. 169

         Philo got to the top of the rise. The boulders were bigger here, taller than he was, and he had to find his way between them.

         ‘Goodbye!’ he shouted over his shoulder, but there was no reply.

         Philo tried to walk faster and faster, but he kept having to stop to squeeze his way between the rocks. There was no sound here apart from the crunch of his feet among the pebbles. There was no smell of anything, and no breath of wind; only a stony loneliness.

         Philo looked around, but he couldn’t see Verity. But then, as he came between two large boulders that leaned against each other like a gateway, he saw her. There she was, a little girl walking alone in the valley beneath him, and because the valley was so large, she looked even smaller than she was. And because the hill was so high, he felt suddenly lonely, and he realized that he didn’t know where he was going, or how to get there.

         He regretted calling Verity a birdbrain, and a numbskull, and a fathead, and an idiot. He regretted all of it.

         He looked down at her again. There she was in the valley and beyond her the rocks rose up again to another jagged ridge.

         He was about to shout to Verity, to ask her to come 170back. He wanted her to help him, and he wanted to help her, and he regretted everything that he’d said.

         But at that moment something terrible and frightening came over the ridge.
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            CHAPTER 29

            The Midnight Witch

         

         A centaur is half-man and half-horse. It’s the top half that’s a man, and the bottom half that’s an animal, but if it were the other way around, they would be just as frightening. I should make it absolutely clear, that centaurs are frightening. If you’re not frightened of centaurs, that’s only because you’ve never actually seen one.

         Philo could see two.

         They had appeared on the ridge above Verity, standing very far apart and looking down at her. Verity had not noticed. She kept walking slowly down the stony valley, all alone.

         On the ridge, two tigers appeared. But they weren’t normal tigers. They were striped blue and black. After them came two huge snakes slithering over the rocks.

         Verity still hadn’t noticed. 172

         Then all at once there was a crowd of monsters. Sphinxes with the bodies of lions and the heads of men, ostriches with the heads of jackals, venomous bunyips, hyenas walking on their hind-legs, one-eyed cyclopses, and a whole nightmareful of other creatures that Philo had never imagined.

         Then, in the very centre of it all, in a chariot pulled by four white cheetahs, came a beautiful woman. She had long golden hair, and a crown made of diamonds, and dress of silver and of gold; and her chariot sped over the ridge and down towards Verity.

         Verity had stopped. She had seen the monsters, and, like Philo, she was frozen to the spot.

         The whole horde came down the slope and spread out around her. It looked like the worst dream you have ever had, except that you have never had a dream that horrid. The chariot drew up in the very middle, and Philo remembered who it was. He remembered Mr Spronkel telling him about the chariot drawn by four white cheetahs. It was the Midnight Witch.

         For some reason, even though he was far up the hill and hidden between two huge boulders, Philo could hear every word that the Midnight Witch said.

         ‘Do you know who I am, my dear?’

         Everyone had stopped, every monster stood still. There was not a breath of wind. It was as though 173somebody had grabbed the earth and stopped it. There was only silence.
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         174If Verity spoke, Philo couldn’t hear it.

         ‘Are you afraid, my dear? Are you afraid?’

         Silence.

         ‘You shouldn’t be. Come here. Come towards me. No? Why are you afraid? What is there to be afraid of? Is it my centaurs? My centaurs will not harm you. Is it my sphinxes? They will not touch a hair on your head. My snakes? They will not bite you. My bunyips? They are gentle. Not one of my creatures will harm you. I give you my word on it. I promise you. I swear to you. Not one of my creatures will harm you. But you must walk towards me.’

         Philo, frozen to the spot, saw Verity take one step towards the Midnight Witch. Then a second.

         ‘Good, good, good. You see how easy it is. And none of my creatures has harmed you. And none of them will harm you.’

         Verity was still walking towards her, like a sleep-walker. Philo wanted to shout to her, to wake her up, but his voice stuck in his throat. When he opened his mouth no sound came out.

         ‘You are safe, my dear, safe from every single one of them. They will do nothing to you. Now stop right there.’ 175

         Verity stopped.

         ‘They will do nothing to you. Such a pretty girl.’

         Silence.

         ‘But I will! I will turn you into a teapot.’

         The Midnight Witch’s hand shot out. There was a flash. Philo blinked, only for an instant. And when he opened his eyes, where Verity had been there was only a teapot, a white china teapot with a pretty blue pattern on it.
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            CHAPTER 30

            Omnivagance

         

         ‘Home for tea!’ cried the Midnight Witch. ‘Everybody home for tea!’

         A cyclops had snatched up the white-and-blue teapot that was Verity and she (or it) was now resting in the cushioned chariot beside the Midnight Witch.

         The sphinxes, centaurs, aurochs and all the monsters of midnight turned as one and flowed like a river up to the ridge and over it, until they vanished. Philo heard the distant witch cry ‘Teatime!’ He had caught a last glimpse of blue porcelain beside the white cheetahs.

         Was that all that Verity was now? How could that be? Philo stood between the boulders and trembled. He wanted to know whether Verity was all right. But Verity was a teapot.

         Slowly he picked his way down the hill to the last spot where she had been. There was nothing there any more, only pebbles. Philo walked on up towards 177the ridge. There was nothing and no one in sight: no monsters, no witch, no Verity.

         He walked on, as if hypnotized. He had nowhere to go, but he didn’t want to stay here. He thought of Verity and her smile, and her common sense, and her ability to unravel the tightest knot of thought.

         He walked on.

         He thought of how she always obeyed the rules, or tried to, even if the rules were silly. That was good too, or now he thought it was. Verity was orderly and well behaved and all the things that Philo should have been.

         He walked on.

         He thought of how Verity had been so impressed when he solved the riddle of the Bridge-Riddler, and he hadn’t even solved the riddle really. It was only luck, stupid luck.

         Philo walked on over stones and pebbles, over valleys and ridges. The landscape changed now. Reeds and bushes grew out from the dry ground, but Philo didn’t care. He walked on thinking about Verity, or thinking about a beautiful teapot: a teapot that was Verity. But how could that be? How could anybody be a teapot?

         Philo walked on, through marshes and forests. He walked because he didn’t want to stand still. He was so sad here that he had to walk, to walk to somewhere 178else, because maybe, if he walked to somewhere else, he wouldn’t be so sad.

         But every time that he arrived somewhere else, he was still sad.

         He thought of all the names that he had called her while they were floating down the river in the red dinghy, and he regretted every single one. Verity was a teapot now; the Midnight Witch had taken her, and now she was a teapot.

         He walked on past hills and hedgerows and onto a vast plain where the wind blew his hair this way and that. He thought of Verity’s parents, whom he had never met, and who did not know that their daughter was a teapot.

         He walked on over the vast windy plain.

         And what would happen to Verity, now that she was a teapot? Would the Midnight Witch use her? Philo wanted to strangle the Midnight Witch, but he didn’t know how. So he walked on past paths and boarded-up stands, and stalls over which the grass and ivy had grown. He walked on and he thought of nothing – nothing but Verity.

         There was only one thought in his mind.

         
             

         

         And that’s how Philo walked straight through the Penguin Gate.
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            CHAPTER 31

            Climb the stone staircase

         

         You’ve probably heard the phrase ‘Every trick in the book’. People use it all the time. They say things like ‘She tried every trick in the book to get him to eat his greens, but nothing worked.’ That sort of thing.

         However, very few people realize that this phrase refers to a real book called the Trickonomicon, which lists all the tricks that there ever were, are, or could be. In total there are one million two hundred and thirty-four thousand five hundred and sixty-seven tricks, so it’s a very big book indeed.

         Only two copies of the Trickonomicon were ever printed. One of them is kept in a safe in the London Library on St James’s Square, and nobody is allowed to look at it, unless they ask very, very politely. The other one was lost long ago by a careless bookseller, and nobody knows who found it.

         Anyway, when I say that people had tried every 180trick in the book to get through the Penguin Gate, I really mean it. And nobody had ever managed it. Philo was the first person in history to pass the Penguin Gate.

         And he hadn’t even noticed.

         He climbed the stone staircase thinking about Verity. Slowly the daylight faded behind him, and still he climbed. Slowly the daylight began to glow above him, and along with it came the songs of a thousand birds. Owls hooted, crows cawed, songbirds sang, tits tittered, and flamingoes flarped (which is the technical name for the sound they make – the song of the flamingo is very sad yet very funny).

         At the top of the stairs, a boy in a scarlet uniform was building a house of cards. It had got to seven storeys high, but when he saw Philo he jumped up, saluted, and the whole thing collapsed.

         ‘Welcome!’ said the boy, still saluting. ‘Welcome to the Palace of the King!’

         Then he ran over to a cupboard, opened a drawer, pulled out a bugle and blew a fanfare. At least, he tried to blow a fanfare, but he didn’t manage much more than a tootle-toot.

         ‘So sorry,’ said the boy. ‘Um. I really ought to know all this. It’s just that there’s not been anybody for such a long time. Just give me a minute.’ 181

         He ran back to the cupboard, opened another drawer and took out a very dusty piece of paper marked ‘INSTRUCTIONS’.

         ‘Right. Let’s see. “Bugle then welcome”. So sorry. I did that the wrong way round. It should be …’

         He tried the bugle again, and this time he managed a whole tootle-tee-too!

         ‘Welcome! Welcome to the …’

         He checked the INSTRUCTIONS.

         ‘Are you the King?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Who me? No. Definitely not.’

         ‘Is this the Flying Castle?’

         ‘I was just coming to that,’ said the boy. ‘It’s here on the sheet of paper. I have to say: Welcome! Welcome! (two welcomes) to the Flying Castle!’

         ‘I need to talk to the King,’ said Philo. ‘It’s very important.’
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            CHAPTER 32

            Which is about appointments and disappointments

         

         At the mention of the word ‘King’ the boy snapped to attention again and saluted. Then he reached for his bugle and blew a toot-tootle-too (and made a pretty good job of it this time). A man appeared, dressed in scarlet (just like the boy), and with bright red hair (just like the boy). But he was much older. When he saw Philo he looked flabbergasted, and he turned and whispered to the boy.

         ‘What’s happening, son? Who’s this?’

         ‘I don’t know, Dad,’ whispered the boy, although it was quite loud enough for Philo to hear. ‘He came up the stairs. Says he wants to see the King. I didn’t know what to do. It’s never happened before.’

         ‘That’s all right, son, I’ll take it from here.’ 183

         The man turned to Philo. He puffed out his chest and tried to look fierce and important.

         ‘You wish for an audience with His Majesty, Lord of the Flying Castle and King of the Realms of Possibility! Do you have an appointment?’

         ‘No,’ said Philo. ‘I don’t have an appointment.’

         ‘Oh, that’s a bit awkward,’ said the man. ‘The King is a very busy king. Very busy indeed.’

         ‘What’s he busy with?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Oh, you know, the usual. Kingly things. Taking a nap, twiddling his toes, daydreaming, doing nothing.’

         ‘How can you be busy doing nothing?’

         ‘Because it all takes time. Do you know how long it takes to do nothing? You don’t. Nobody knows how long it takes to do nothing. If you’re doing something, you can always get it finished. So people know how long it takes to do something. For example, tying your shoelaces can be done in seven seconds flat. But nobody knows how long it takes to do nothing. That’s because you can never complete it. Nothing is too big. It’s surprising, because you’d have thought that Nothing would be very, very small. But it turns out that Nothing is vast and huge and goes on forever. All good things come to an end, but nothing lasts forever. That’s just how it is. Anyway, the king may be very busy doing nothing, and it’s hard to say when 184he’ll be finished. That’s why you should always make an appointment. Now, what did you want to see the King about?’

         Philo thought about Og and Mr Spronkel. He thought about poor Mrs Cook having to survive on soup. He thought about the chaos in Lowercase City, and the cruelty in the Tower of Punishment. He thought about Aunt Harriet and Uncle Harry and home.

         At last he said: ‘My best friend is a teapot.’

         ‘And why do you think a little matter like that is worthy of the attention of His Majesty? Of the wisest, cleverest, intelligentest king in the whole wide and wonderful world? Being friends with a teapot hardly seems like a matter to bother a king with.’

         And the man gave a little sneer.

         ‘Verity wasn’t a teapot when I met her,’ said Philo. ‘And it is very important.’

         ‘Not important enough. Especially without an appointment.’

         ‘It’s the most important thing in the world.’

         ‘No it’s not.’ The man folded his arms. ‘Now, be off with you!’

         Philo looked down at the stone staircase, then he looked back at the man. He had had an idea.

         ‘So you’re saying that the King isn’t clever enough 185to deal with my problem?’

         ‘What? No! I never said …’

         ‘You’re saying,’ continued Philo, ‘that teapots are much too complicated for the King?’

         ‘I never …’

         ‘Isn’t it high treason to say something like that?’

         ‘I didn’t. I never …’

         Philo looked at him angrily: ‘Have you heard of a little place called the Tower of Punishment?’

         The man gulped and looked terrified.

         ‘It’s where they send people who say that the King can’t solve problems.’ Philo smiled. ‘People just like you.’

         ‘I didn’t … I wouldn’t … I can’t … I’ll go and ask the King.’

         The man turned to his son.

         ‘I’m just going to the Ivory Tower. Back in two ticks. You stay here and … er … be very careful with him.’

         And with that, the man scampered off along the battlements. Above the turrets and fortifications, there was one tower taller than all the others.

         And it was as white as snow.
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            CHAPTER 33

            The ladder to the Ivory Tower

         

         ‘The King will see you now,’ announced the Man in Scarlet. He had coming running back and he was a bit out of breath, so the way he actually said it was:

         ‘The King …’

         Deep breath …

         ‘Will see …’

         Panting …

         ‘You …’

         Wheezing …

         ‘Now.’

         And with that he burst into a fit of coughing.

         Philo was taken along the battlements where the sound of the birds was deafening. Then he was led through a bewildering series of courtyards, ramparts, spiral staircases, passageways, parapets, great hallways, 187turrets and towers, and in each of them, people dressed in red stopped whatever they were doing and stared. They stared with their mouths open and their eyebrows raised. One fellow in a great hallway dropped a pile of plates, and another let out a little scream and tripped over his own feet.

         ‘We don’t get many visitors,’ said the Man in Scarlet as he opened a great oak door. ‘Here we are. This is the ladder to the King’s chambers.’

         Philo gasped. Beyond the door there was a sheer drop into misty nothing, and above it was a thin, frail white ladder that sloped out and upwards towards the vast Ivory Tower.

         ‘The trick is to not look down,’ said the Man in Scarlet. ‘Or up. And I’d avoid sideways, if I were you.’

         Philo looked down and wished that he hadn’t. His heart raced and something sprang up into his throat that made it difficult to breathe.

         ‘Go on up. His Majesty is expecting you – expecting you majestically. He does everything majestically. Mustn’t keep him waiting.’

         Philo wondered how long it would take to fall all that way, and how you’d end up if you did. At least you wouldn’t be a teapot. At the far end of the ladder, in the side of the Ivory Tower, there was a tiny open door. 188
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         189That made him think of Verity. So he reached out and took hold of the rungs of the ladder. He closed his eyes and started to climb: one hand over the other, one foot over the other.

         Up he went. He could feel the wind whirling around him, and he kept going. He could hear the birds singing as they dragged the castle through the sky, and he kept going. He opened his eyes and saw a drop that seemed to go on forever, and he kept going.

         Then he decided to keep his eyes open. He wasn’t a coward like the Man in Scarlet. He was Philo! And he was going to get to the King. And he was going to save Verity. He looked upward. The door wasn’t too far away now. He went faster and faster.

         He was at the door! He reached forward and crawled into a vast white room. It had a ceiling so high you could barely see it and the windows were grand arches that looked out at the blue sky. In the middle of the room was a golden throne, and on the throne, wearing his shining crown, sat the King.

         ‘Oh, hello,’ he said. ‘Did you really just come up the ladder?’

         Philo had hauled himself into the room now. He stood up, feeling a little unsteady on his feet.

         ‘Yes, I did,’ he said. ‘I climbed the ladder.’ 190

         ‘My, my!’ said the King, twiddling his beard. ‘That’s awfully brave of you! Awfully brave! I’m rather astonished you did that. Astonished, yes. I don’t know why anybody would have taken you to the ladder. Most visitors just use the stairs.’

         The King nodded towards a wide doorway that led to a gentle staircase with red carpet.

         ‘Mind you,’ said the King, ‘I say most visitors, but I think you’re the very first one I’ve had up here. At least, you’re the first since I um … took off.’ The King thought for a moment. ‘Yes. You’re the first one. How is everything down there? I assume that it’s all running perfectly. That would be the only reason that nobody would come to visit me. Everything down there must be absolutely peachy-creamy.’
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            CHAPTER 34

            Which is about not making mistakes

         

         The King wasn’t at all as Philo had expected him to be, which was odd because Philo hadn’t expected anything. Or at least, Philo hadn’t expected anything very precise. Everybody he had talked to had said that the King was kingly and grand and wise and magnificent and intelligent and perfect, which is all very well, but it’s all very vague.

         When you hear that somebody is as great and grand as that, you imagine that they must be frightening too. I don’t know why you imagine that, but you do. Instead, the King seemed rather kind and friendly. He had a cheerful smile, and eyes that tended to look into the distance, as though he had forgotten something and was trying to remember what it was.

         ‘Would you like to have a look at the view?’ asked 192the King. ‘It’s quite pretty. Or at least it usually is. It changes all the time, you see, on account of the flying.’

         He led Philo over to the high-arched windows, and there below them was the whole realm spread out like toys upon a carpet. There were houses and hills and roads and rivers and green fields and dark blue lakes and snow-capped mountains and deep, dark woods.

         Philo looked, and he saw the hill where he had started, and the forest full of drop-bears. If he squinted he could see the Cooks’ cottage and the road winding over the great windy plain, and down to the wide rolling river. He could see the walls and spires of Lowercase City, and beyond it, among the mountains, was the Tower of Punishment. He saw that the river the Bridge-Riddler had guarded was the same river that he had drifted down with Verity.

         ‘It makes me so happy,’ said the King, ‘to think that they’re all happy. Happiness is like that, you know, it’s infectious. Some things you can only have if you take them away from other people, like playing pass-the-parcel. But some things you can only have if you give them to other people, like love and happiness. It’s really quite peculiar, but it works. And then there’s advice: everybody gives advice, but nobody takes it. But happiness is the best, love and happiness: and everybody down there is happy.’ 193

         Philo looked up at the King. He was smiling.

         ‘But they’re not all happy,’ said Philo. ‘Some of them are very sad.’

         ‘Really?’ said the King, and he looked perplexed. ‘But I thought they were happy. Especially happy now that I’m gone.’

         ‘They want you back.’

         ‘But …’ the King looked at him in puzzlement. ‘But when I was down there people used to come to me every day with their problems: hundreds of people with hundreds of problems. Of course, I would try to solve them all, I would do my level best. But the next day there would be hundreds more people with hundreds more problems. But now nobody comes to me at all, so I thought, I imagined, I deduced that nobody has any problems.’

         ‘It’s not like that at all,’ replied Philo. ‘Everybody wants to talk to you, but they just can’t get here.’

         ‘Really?’ said the King. ‘Really? But I left a gate. I did it very carefully. It was a magical gate that would lead right up here to the castle. Of course, I cast a little spell so that you couldn’t walk through it if you were thinking about penguins. That was just to stop time-wasters. You’d be surprised at all the people who just want to talk to you because you’re a king. But I thought if anybody had a real problem, then they wouldn’t be 194thinking about penguins.’ The King paused for a while and thought. ‘Unless the problem involved a penguin, I suppose. But so few problems do.’

         The King opened his mouth, aghast.

         ‘Are you telling me that my kingdom is being ravaged by a huge violent penguin? Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. I never thought of that. Is it a very big penguin?’

         ‘No,’ said Philo. ‘There’s no penguin at all.’

         ‘Oh, thank goodness.’

         ‘It’s just that at the Penguin Gate, once you know about the penguin thing it’s … just very hard not to think about penguins. As soon as you know that you shouldn’t, you do. And that’s why nobody can get up here.’

         ‘Oh …’ said the King thoughtfully. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Oh dear, yes. That makes sense, now that you’ve told me about it. Oh dear, oh dear. There are so many things I haven’t thought about. That’s the thing. It’s so easy to make mistakes. That’s why I came up here in the first place, you know. I was afraid of making mistakes.’

         ‘Why?’ asked Philo.

         ‘Well, the problem is that, when you’re the king, as I told you, people come to you every day with problems to solve. They ask you to make decisions and pass laws and decree this and that. So I would 195think about every question as hard as I could, and I would try not to make mistakes, but sometimes I did. I couldn’t help it. Because if you make decisions all the time, sometimes you’ll get something wrong. For example, there was a baker who came to me with a complaint. His next door neighbour was learning the violin. He was practising by playing it all day and all night. The problem was that he wasn’t very good. In fact, he was rather bad, because he was learning, and the baker couldn’t stand the sound of it.

         ‘So I thought about the problem as hard as I could, until I worked out an answer. I passed a law saying that nobody was allowed to play the violin until they were really good at it. It seemed like a good answer, you see. But then of course nobody could start to learn the violin, and then nobody got good at playing the violin. So then there were no violins playing in the whole kingdom. Because I’d made a mistake. I felt like such a fool. There was no music and it was all my fault.

         ‘That’s why I made the castle fly away. Now that I’m up here I can’t make any mistakes, because I don’t make any decisions. I don’t want to make mistakes. I don’t want to give the wrong answer. I don’t want to ruin things for people. And that’s awfully hard if you’re king.’ 196

         He gazed out at his kingdom spread beneath him.

         ‘Up here I can’t do anything wrong.’

         ‘But that’s only because you aren’t doing anything at all,’ protested Philo.

         ‘Yes,’ said the King. ‘That’s the only way I can be absolutely sure that I’m not doing anything wrong: doing nothing at all.’

         Below them, hundreds of birds flapped their wings and kept the Flying Castle flying far, far above the kingdom.

         ‘But,’ said Philo, ‘what if you’re wrong about that? Because the world keeps going, even when you’re looking the other way. It’s better to do something, anything, and make a mistake, than it is to do nothing.’

         The King thought about this. He thought for a long time. He even tried to scratch his head but his crown got in the way, so he stroked his beard instead.

         ‘Are you saying that it’s right to be wrong? That would be awfully illogical, but I suppose the world is an illogical place.’

         ‘Sometimes,’ said Philo. ‘Sometimes it’s better to try to do something, even if you might be wrong. That’s why I needed to talk to you. I’ve got to try to do something. You see someone in your kingdom is doing very bad things, and she needs to be stopped. She … she took my friend, Verity. So now I’ve got to 197try to rescue her, even though I don’t know whether I can.’

         ‘Well, this should be easily solved,’ said the King. ‘Everybody in the kingdom has to obey me. Well, almost everybody. All but one person has to do everything I command. Tell me, who is doing these evil things?’

         ‘The Midnight Witch,’ replied Philo.

         ‘Oh,’ said the King. ‘Her.’

         And he started stroking his beard twice as hard.
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            CHAPTER 35

            Sisters

         

         ‘Do you know the Midnight Witch?’

         Philo discovered that if you dislike somebody enough, even their name seems to taste nasty as you say it. The words ‘the Midnight Witch’ tasted of sour milk and swimming-pool water and the stuff that you use to clean cuts that stings so much.

         The King stroked his beard.

         ‘Yes, I do know her,’ he said with a distant gaze. ‘I know her rather well. Too well, in fact. Much too well. What’s she done now?’

         ‘She turned my friend Verity into a teapot.’

         ‘Oh dear,’ said the King. ‘Teapots again. You would have thought that she’d have enough of them by now.’

         And he stared down at the fields and forests, thinking about something.

         ‘Why did you ever let her into your kingdom?’ 199

         ‘Oh, I didn’t,’ said the King. ‘She was already here when I became king.’

         ‘Then why didn’t you throw her out? Send her into exile? Or make her illegal? You could have passed a law against her.’

         ‘Yes. I should have done,’ said the King. ‘But she was always promising to change her ways. And, well, she is my sister.’

         Philo jumped with surprise, which is not a sensible thing to do when you’re standing by an open window in a flying castle being carried by birds far, far above the ground.

         ‘Your sister!’

         ‘Yes. That’s the problem, you see. Her magic is about as strong as mine. It runs in the family, you know. So I couldn’t just zap her, although maybe I should have tried. She’s been doing it for years, you see, years and years and years. Even when we were children. She turned my cat into a teacup. And the goldfish into a saucer. And our maths teacher into a tea-strainer. And the postman into a tea cosy. Sisters are like that. Of course, our parents turned them all back and apologized. But for some reason … well she’s always just really loved tea. I sometimes think it’s the only thing she’s ever loved. Earl Grey, Assam, Darjeeling, Ceylon, Oolong, Lapsang Souchong, Gunpowder. She loved tea so much 200that it was as though she had no love left over for people. And that’s not the way that love is meant to work, not the way at all.’ The King sighed. ‘Sisters!’ he said. ‘Do you have any sisters?’

         ‘No,’ said Philo.

         ‘Then you wouldn’t know what it’s like to live in perpetual danger, to always be—’

         ‘Wait,’ shouted Philo excitedly. He had just realized something. ‘You said they were all turned back.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘The cat and the goldfish and the maths teacher and the … whoever.’

         ‘The postman.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter.’

         ‘It did to the postman. He liked being a postman. He had no ambitions to be a tea cosy. No ambitions in that direction at all.’

         ‘The thing is that you can be turned back.’

         ‘It’s possible,’ said the King.

         ‘So you can turn Verity into Verity. I mean: turn Verity back into Verity.’

         Philo had been getting more and more excited, and he realized that he’d been shouting at the top of his voice. He stopped and took a deep breath.

         ‘You can save Verity,’ he said.

         ‘I wish I could,’ said the King. ‘But it’s not that 201easy. When we were turning the postman back into the postman, my sister was only a little girl. Nowadays she’s much, much more powerful. And you see, it’s her magic. By the time you’re a grown-up the only person who can reverse your spells is you. It’s a bit like believing in something. You can’t have somebody do it for you, you have to do it yourself.’

         ‘But you could try,’ said Philo. He found that he had fallen from excitement to near to tears. ‘You have to try. For Verity.’

         ‘Yes, you were saying that trying and failing was better than not trying at all, and perhaps you’re right. But …’

         He paused and looked down at all the birds that pulled the castle along. The big ones like eagles and vultures gripped a piece of rope in their talons, the small ones – the robins and wrens – held pieces of string.

         ‘But what?’ asked Philo.

         ‘I think,’ said the King, ‘that we should go and have a word with her, you and I.’

         The King took a little golden bell from his robe and rang it. Almost instantly a scarlet-clad servant appeared panting at the door.

         ‘You rang, Your Majesty.’

         ‘I did,’ said the King. ‘Set a course for the Palace of the Midnight Witch.’
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            CHAPTER 36

            The vulture’s road

         

         The Palace of the Midnight Witch lay far beyond the mountains. As the Flying Castle approached, the air grew colder and the clouds closed in. Below them were sodden pine forests and gloomy canyons; on either side were great cliffs and crags. Occasionally, Philo saw streams making their way down the mountainside, falling over sheer drops in spectacular cataracts and waterfalls that whipped up the water into snowwhite foam. Philo shivered and wished he’d brought a jumper with him, or, better still, a duffel coat.

         The King was feeding the birds. A big silver cauldron filled with birdseed had been set beside the window, and the King took handfuls and sprinkled them out of the window for the fowls below, who were flapping at great speed towards their destination. The swallows and blackbirds milled around snapping the seeds out of mid-air; but the vultures pressed on 203regardless. In fact, the vultures had the air of birds who were going home. They concentrated, their bald heads bent downwards and their wings working regularly up and down, up and down.

         ‘Not long now,’ said the King. ‘You can tell by the lammergeier. Do you see?’

         The King pointed out a large orange and black bird that was right out at the front of the pack.

         ‘Observe the expression on his face,’ said the King.

         ‘I don’t really see an expression at all,’ said Philo. ‘I never thought that birds had expressions.’

         ‘Oh, they do, they do,’ said the King. ‘But you have to look at them at just the right moment. The smile of the lammergeier is a wonderful thing, but its claws are as sharp as knives. They fly in the flock of the birds of the King, and lead quite peculiar lives. Ah! Here we are.’

         The castle was flying towards a gap in the mountains so thin and so narrow that Philo felt that they must crash, but they did not. Instead, they burst through, although the cliffs seemed to Philo to be so close that he could almost have leaned out and touched them. Then, suddenly, they were out in the open.

         Before them was a large, circular plateau, surrounded on all sides by towering mountains whose tops were forever encased in ice. The plain was covered 204in pine forests, but in the middle there was a wide, dark lake, and in the middle of the lake was a silent island, and in the middle of the island was a palace.
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         205The palace looked bleak and wintry and was covered in tall, sharp, pointy spires as though it were trying to puncture the sky. There were no windows, only arrow slits, and poison ivy crept up the walls.

         ‘I much prefer my castle,’ said the King. ‘It’s less spiky.’

         The birds were gliding now, taking the castle lower and lower and lower.

         ‘I think we’ll land in her front garden,’ said the King. ‘It’ll be less of a walk, and she never did like flowers, so we won’t be spoiling anything except a few nettles.’

         The birds started to flutter and hover, slowly descending. They took such care that when they touched the ground Philo didn’t feel a thing, not even the slightest bump.

         ‘I expect they could do with a rest,’ said the King. ‘Now, come along. Let us go and pay a visit to my sister.’
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            CHAPTER 37

            The Scorpion-Man

         

         They lowered the drawbridge, even though there was no moat.

         ‘It’s the only way out of the castle, I’m afraid,’ said the King. ‘Although I sometimes wonder if it’s still a bridge if it doesn’t actually go across anything.’

         ‘At least there isn’t a Bridge-Riddler,’ said Philo as they walked out.

         ‘Oh there was one,’ said the King. ‘But we all worked out the answer, and that upset him. He became very bad tempered because he couldn’t think up a new riddle.’

         In front of them was a wide stone stairway that led up to a huge black door. When they were flying it had been all right to look down on the witch’s palace, but now that they were looking up it was tall and frightening. Philo would have turned round and run away, but he knew that Verity was somewhere beyond 207that door, and he knew that he had to try to save her.

         Together they climbed the stairs. The air was cold and foggy and the steps damp and slippery. Philo shivered.

         Then he saw something. There was a strange figure at the top of the stairs. At first it looked like a tall, thin man, but there seemed to be something wrong with his hands. They weren’t hands at all, they were a scorpion’s pincers, and he had a scorpion’s tail on a man’s body. As for his face … Philo couldn’t decide, it was half-way between a scorpion’s and a human being’s.

         ‘Good afternoon,’ said the King.

         ‘Is it?’ asked the Scorpion-Man.

         ‘You must be the doorkeeper.’

         ‘Must I be? Perhaps I choose to be a doorkeeper.’ His voice was venomous.

         ‘I don’t know whether you must be,’ said the King, ‘but we’re here to visit the Midnight Witch. So be a good chap and let us in.’ He gave a kingly smile, but the Scorpion-Man didn’t move.

         ‘I’m not a good chap,’ said the Scorpion-Man.

         ‘Then you should try harder. I’m the King, and I’m here to see my sister.’

         ‘I know that,’ sneered the Scorpion. ‘She’s been expecting you.’ 208

         ‘Well I don’t see how she could have been. She didn’t know we were coming.’

         ‘She’s been expecting you ever since you landed your castle on her rose garden.’

         They all looked around at the huge castle behind them.

         ‘I’m afraid I didn’t see any roses,’ said the King. ‘I do apologize.’

         ‘They weren’t growing because it’s winter,’ sighed the Scorpion. ‘It’s always winter here.’

         He nodded towards the snowy mountains that lay in a circle out beyond the fog.

         ‘Well then, the roses never would have bloomed. It is unpleasantly chilly. Now, could you let us in?’

         ‘I could,’ said the Scorpion. ‘I could.’

         ‘Then do,’ snapped the King.

         ‘I could, but I must only let you in on one condition, by order of the Midnight Witch herself.’

         ‘And what is that?’

         ‘You must swear that you will not use your magic inside the palace. You must swear by the Four-Sided Triangle.’

         Philo could tell from the way that the Scorpion-Man spoke that swearing by the Four-Sided Triangle was something very serious indeed. And if the Scorpion-Man’s voice had not been enough, the reaction of the 209King would have told him so too. He stood very still, meeting the Scorpion-Man’s stare and thinking.

         ‘What’s the Four-Sided Triangle?’ asked Philo.

         The Scorpion-Man looked down, as though he hadn’t noticed him until now.

         ‘The Four-Sided Triangle is something that you swear by,’ he hissed.

         ‘I could tell that,’ said Philo.

         ‘It’s very serious,’ said the King. ‘If you swear by the Four-Sided Triangle and then break your oath you lose all of your magical powers. Forever.’

         ‘Forever and ever,’ confirmed the Scorpion-Man.

         ‘And there’s more,’ continued the King. ‘If you swear by the Four-Sided Triangle and then break your oath, then all of the spells that you’ve ever cast will be undone. It’s as though you never had magic in the first place. It’s retroactive, it goes back in time. So any spell that I cast even way back when I was a boy would be reversed. When you swear by the Four-Sided Triangle, you have to keep your promise exactly. If you don’t keep it exactly, then it’s as though you never cast a spell in your life.’

         ‘It is a very serious oath,’ agreed the Scorpion-Man.

         Suddenly the King smiled.

         ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I swear by the Four-Sided Triangle that I will not use my magic in the palace 210of the Midnight Witch.’

         The Scorpion-Man bowed low and the great door of the palace swung silently open.

         ‘Would it please Your Majesty to enter?’

         ‘It would,’ said the King. ‘Follow me, Philo.’
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            CHAPTER 38

            On the doctrine of accidentals

         

         Some places are frightening, even if there’s no particular reason to be frightened. Sometimes the path through the wood, or the dark room, or the long staircase, or the ruined garden gives you a chill, and you can’t explain why.

         Sometimes of course, it’s the other way around. At Halloween you can put as many skeletons and pretend cobwebs as you like up in your bedroom, but you’re still not really frightened because it’s still just your bedroom.

         But sometimes an empty corridor can fill you with trembling dread. It can make your stomach turn and your back tingle and your mouth go dry with fear. Your footsteps become slow and uncertain, and you wish you could just run away. 212

         The Palace of the Midnight Witch was one of those places. Philo could see nothing to be immediately frightened of, but that in itself was frightening. It was vast, but it was entirely symmetrical: whenever there was a high iron door on the left, there was also a high iron door on the right. Whenever a staircase branched off into the darkness on the right, another one did so to the left.

         The King, though, seemed quite happy.

         ‘Can she …?’ asked Philo hurrying along behind him. ‘Can she turn us into teapots?’

         ‘Me? No,’ said the King. ‘And she can’t you turn you into a teapot as long as you stay by my side. Or at least I don’t think she can. I’ve been away for so long. Neither of us is quite sure how powerful the other one is. The best thing is to find out.’

         Philo ran to keep up with the King, not because he wasn’t frightened, but because he was.

         They had been going straight ahead and now they came to a high-arched door made of black metal. The King raised his hand to knock, but before he could do so a voice, a woman’s voice, said:

         ‘COME IN.’

         It was a strange sound, as it seemed to come from nowhere, and at the same time to come from all around them. 213

         The door was at least twenty times the King’s height, but when he pushed, it began to open easily.

         ‘It might be a trap,’ said Philo.

         ‘Yes, it might be,’ said the King. ‘The only way to find out is to walk right into it. Follow me.’

         Beyond the door was an enormous windowless hall. It was filled with candles, but their light was not enough to reach the ceiling. The floor was made of slabs of stone, each one the size of a normal room. There were marble pillars reaching up into the gloom and each one was sculptured to look like a giant carrying a heavy, heavy load. And the walls were covered in shelves.

         The shelves went on forever, vanishing into the dark distance. They were arranged one on top of another, upwards and upwards into the gloom, with ladders reaching towards the blackness. And every shelf was filled, utterly filled, with teapots: teapots of every imaginable size, and every imaginable shape, and every imaginable colour.

         In the centre of the hall, on an ornate marble throne sat the Midnight Witch. Her long blonde hair was curled around her shoulders like a sleeping snake. Her blue eyes were as cold as an arctic pond. Her white dress fell from her shoulders like icicles.

         She was holding a teacup quite neatly between her 214middle finger and her thumb, and as Philo and the King entered she took a sip.
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         215Before her, on a small wooden table, was a teapot. It was a pretty little teapot: white with a pattern of blue flowers.

         It was Verity. But it wasn’t Verity. It was a teapot. But, it was Verity.

         ‘Hello, brother,’ said the Midnight Witch. ‘Who’s your little friend?’

         She smiled and took another sip.

         ‘This young fellow is Philo.’

         ‘Hello, Philo,’ said the Midnight Witch, and she smiled; but it wasn’t a friendly smile.

         ‘Philo tells me,’ said the King, ‘that you’re back to your old ways.’

         ‘What old ways? The ways of my youth?’

         ‘He tells me that you have been turning children into …’ The King looked around at the shelves.

         ‘Teapots?’ said the Midnight Witch. ‘Whatever makes you think that? You always had such a strange imagination. Pretending things that aren’t true.’

         ‘That’s Verity,’ said Philo, and pointed at the teapot on the little table.

         Verity remained silent.

         ‘What nonsense,’ said the Midnight Witch sharply. ‘That’s a teapot. In fact, it’s my teapot.’ 216

         She looked suddenly angry.

         ‘No,’ said Philo. ‘It’s Verity.’

         ‘Who’s Verity? Is she a girl you know? Is she a friend of yours?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Philo. ‘She’s my friend.’

         ‘How sweet.’

         The Midnight Witch sat back in her throne.

         ‘Describe Verity to me,’ she said slowly. ‘Describe this little girl. What did she look like?’

         Philo looked at the King. The King nodded.

         ‘She had long hair,’ said Philo. ‘And a pretty smile. And … dark eyes. And …’

         He trailed off. How to describe Verity?

         ‘You don’t seem to know her too well,’ sneered the Midnight Witch. ‘Did she have two legs?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And two arms?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And eyes and teeth and a nose and two ears?’

         She took another sip of tea.

         ‘Yes,’ said Philo. ‘She had all those things.’

         ‘And does this teapot have two legs?’

         She pointed at the teapot, there on the little table.

         ‘No,’ said Philo.

         ‘And does it have two arms? And eyes and teeth and a nose and two ears?’ 217

         ‘No,’ said Philo.

         ‘Of course it doesn’t. It’s a teapot. As far as I can tell, it also doesn’t have long hair and … what was it? A pretty smile. No, of course it doesn’t. It’s a teapot. I suppose you’re going to pretend next that – What was her name? – Verity had a spout?’

         ‘Of course she didn’t,’ shouted Philo. He was angry now. The Midnight Witch started to laugh.

         ‘This isn’t your friend. This is a teapot. Your friend is somewhere else, or she doesn’t exist any more.’

         ‘You turned her into a teapot,’ shouted Philo. ‘I saw you do it!’

         The teapot remained silent.

         ‘I once met a little girl,’ said the Midnight Witch. ‘I remember her. She had long hair and dark eyes and a pretty smile. I remember it all. But she stopped existing. And now I have a teapot.’

         ‘Give Verity back,’ said Philo, as firmly and bravely as he could.

         The Midnight Witch shook her head and laughed. It was an icy laugh that felt like cold water running down the back of your neck.

         ‘I think,’ said the King, ‘that you’re making a terrible mistake.’

         The Midnight Witch turned to her brother.

         ‘Does that make you terribly afraid? You are afraid 218of mistakes, aren’t you? That’s why you flew off like a coward. You always were a coward.’ She smiled to herself. ‘Remember that you can’t use your magic here. You swore by the Four-Sided Triangle. So if you cast a spell on me, it would be instantly undone, along with all the other spells that you ever cast. That’s what swearing by the Four-Sided Triangle means, dear brother.’

         The King cleared his throat. ‘But I agreed to swear, didn’t I?’

         ‘You did, because you always agree to compromise. You always try and make peace. You’re predictable. I’m unpredictable. Remember, dear brother, that knowledge is power, and I know what you’re going to do. Goodness is so predictable. I’m the opposite.’

         ‘You’re going to be nasty,’ said the King. ‘You always were, and I fear that’s not going to change, though I’d like to be wrong.’

         ‘Oh what makes you think that?’ The Midnight Witch jumped joyously out of her chair. ‘I’m unpredictable. Nobody knows what I’m going to do. In fact, I’m going to be horribly nice to the boy – What was his name? – Philo! I’m going to be horribly nice to Philo. Come here, Philo.’

         Her words echoed around the great hall. Philo looked at Verity, the teapot. Then slowly, he stepped forwards. 219

         ‘I can’t give you the whole of your friend. What was she called? Sophie?’

         ‘Verity,’ said Philo. ‘She is called Verity.’

         ‘Of course. Verity was her name. Well, Philo, why don’t we compromise? The King likes compromises. He always does. So predictable. Would you like to compromise?’

         The Midnight Witch was smiling at him. Her teeth were as white as icebergs, and her lips were as red as blood.

         ‘I want Verity back,’ said Philo.

         ‘My lovely and very generous compromise is this,’ said the Queen. ‘This is a teapot, but you think it’s your friend. So why don’t we cut the teapot in half and you can take half of it home with you.’

         ‘No,’ shouted Philo.

         ‘You can take it home with you, and then you can cuddle it, and tell it all your problems and give it a kiss, and cry and blubber all over it. Or whatever it is that people do with their friends.’

         She laughed again, a high-pitched laugh that seemed to soar off to the ceiling.

         ‘No,’ said Philo quietly.

         ‘I knew you’d say that! You’re so predictable!’ She turned to the King. ‘You see, brother, I made a most generous offer, a lovely compromise. And he turned 220me down. Rudely. Just as I knew he would. You weren’t expecting me to give him a chance, were you?’

         ‘No,’ said the King. ‘To be honest, I wasn’t. But I was … I was rather—’

         But the King never got a chance to say what he was, because Philo interrupted him.

         ‘I know what she’s going to do,’ he said. ‘I can predict it all.’
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            CHAPTER 39

            In which Philo thinks about it systematically

         

         There was a great, grand silence in the great, grand hall. Silences are much more impressive than noise. Silence is eternal and infinite, whereas a noise, however loud, is only ever a noise. It doesn’t matter how deafening a din is, Silence is always hiding behind the door, waiting to return.

         The Midnight Witch turned to Philo angrily. Her look was meant to frighten him, but he much preferred it to her laughter. In fact, he enjoyed it.

         ‘You have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do.’

         ‘Yes I do,’ said Philo, and he smiled.

         She turned to the King. ‘Your boy has gone mad with grief.’

         The King looked at Philo, and Philo kept smiling.

         ‘Are you all right, my boy? I know that this has 222been a disappointing visit, but perhaps we should be going now, or perhaps—’

         ‘I’m fine,’ said Philo dismissively. ‘I’m fine because I know what this old witch is going to do. I thought about it …’ he paused, searching for the word ‘… systematically. That’s right. I thought about it systematically. And when you do that, she’s perfectly predictable.’

         ‘Quite insane!’ exclaimed the Midnight Witch. ‘Bats in the belfry! Starlings in the steeple! It would probably be a mercy for me to turn him into—’

         ‘Philo,’ said the King sternly, ‘I think we should be on our way. It was an interesting visit, but now we must leave.’

         ‘If I can predict what you’re going to do,’ said Philo to the Midnight Witch. ‘Will you give Verity back?’

         The Midnight Witch was smiling again.

         ‘Potty,’ she said. ‘Quite potty!’

         ‘I’ll ask you again,’ said Philo. ‘If I can predict what you’re going to do, will you give Verity back?’

         The King put his hand on Philo’s shoulder, quite gently, quite comfortingly.

         ‘Don’t you see, my boy, you can’t win like that. Because whatever you say she’s going to do, she can always just do something else. It’s impossible for you to win.’ 223

         Philo kept looking at the Midnight Witch.

         ‘I’m asking you for the third time: If I can predict what you’re going to do, will you give Verity back? If my prediction is wrong, you will keep her forever.’

         The Midnight Witch sat down on her marble throne, and laughed. This laugh was a long, light one, like a star shooting across the night sky.

         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, Philo, I will. If you can predict what I’m going to do, then I will give Verity back, and if your prediction is wrong, I will keep her forever.’

         The King’s hand was still on Philo’s shoulder, but it fell away when Philo stepped bravely towards the throne.

         ‘Swear it,’ said Philo.

         ‘I swear it, little idiot.’

         ‘Swear it by the Four-Sided Triangle.’

         ‘By the Four-Sided Triangle I swear that if you can predict what I am going to do, I will give you back your Verity. But if your prediction is wrong, I will keep her forever.’

         It was Philo’s turn to laugh. He laughed at the Midnight Witch, and he laughed at the throne, and the King, and he laughed at the great, grand hall that had frightened him.

         ‘I predict,’ said Philo, ‘that you’re not going to give Verity back.’
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            CHAPTER 40

            The rustling

         

         ‘What did you say?’ demanded the Midnight Witch.

         Philo’s voice was calm and clear.

         ‘I said that I predict that you are not going to give Verity back.’

         There was another grand silence

         ‘Oh, very interesting,’ said the King. ‘Very interesting indeed.’

         ‘I don’t understand,’ said the Midnight Witch, and she put her teacup down on the arm of the throne. Then, more quietly, she repeated herself: ‘I don’t understand.’

         ‘No, you wouldn’t,’ said the King. ‘But it’s ingeniously simple, or simply ingenious, depending on which way you want to look at it. Oh, I do congratulate you, Philo. You were cleverer than both of us. Ah yes. Very interesting. Very interesting indeed. It’s awfully bad luck for you, my dear sister.’ 225

         A gentle rustling had started in the great, grand hall. It was the sound of a soft wind blowing over dry autumn leaves. It was very, very, very soft.

         ‘What are you talking about?’ shouted the Midnight Witch. She rose to her feet. All her cruel laughter had vanished.

         ‘Most interesting. In fact, it gets better the more you think about it,’ continued the King.

         ‘What does?’

         She was standing very still, as still as a statue.

         ‘Well, you see, you have two options. You can give Verity back or not give Verity back. That is the scope, the menu, the decision that you’d have to make. Agreed? Good. Now we can take them one by one. Hmm. Yes. That’s the easiest. Let’s take them one by one.’

         The rustling had become a little louder.

         ‘Let us suppose that you decided not to give Verity back. That’s the first option. You don’t give Verity back. In that case, young Philo here has correctly predicted what you were going to do. Now, by the terms of the deal that means that you have to give Verity back. So, in that case, it follows that you have broken your promise.’

         The King paused and smiled.

         ‘It’s rather lovely really: if you don’t give her back, 226then you have to give her back. So you can’t keep your promise that way at all. Not at all. And remember, dear sister, that you did swear by the Four-Sided Triangle. So if you don’t keep your promise you lose all your magical powers, and every spell that you’ve ever done will be reversed. Done to undone. All the magic back through time: gone. Pffft. Just because: if you don’t give her back, you have to give her back.’

         While the King had been speaking, the rustling had grown a little louder.

         The Midnight Witch’s eyes were wide, and her lips were moving silently.

         ‘If I don’t give her back, I have to give her back.’ Her voice was very quiet and she was staring at the floor. But then she looked up, she looked at Philo.

         ‘I’ll give her back,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you your friend back.’

         But Philo was staring at the white teapot with the blue pattern that stood on the little wooden table. He was waiting.

         ‘Ah, but that’s what makes this so beautiful and clever,’ continued the King. ‘It really is. Cleverly beautiful, and beautifully clever. Let’s see what would happen if you gave her back. Now, you’ve got to remember that the promise was: if Philo guesses correctly you give Verity back, and if he’s incorrect you 227keep Verity forever. Well, you see, that’s where this becomes so ingenious. If you give Verity back, then Philo has predicted wrongly. He said you wouldn’t give her back, and – hey presto – you have! But the promise was that if that happened – if Philo was wrong – you would keep Verity forever. You promised. Those were the words: If he’s wrong, you keep her forever. So if you give Verity back, then you haven’t kept her forever, so you’ve broken your promise. If you give her back, you have to keep her.’ The King stroked his beard happily. ‘I say! It is terribly clever of you, Philo.’

         But Philo was still staring at the teapot. The rustling had grown louder and louder.

         ‘If I give her back, I have to keep her,’ said the Midnight Witch quietly. ‘If I give her back, I have to keep her. If I keep her, I have to give her back. If I give her back, I have to keep her forever. If I keep her, I have to give her back.’

         She kept repeating it, quietly, to herself.

         The rustling was everywhere now. And there was the sound of creaking, the sound of cracking.

         ‘NO!’ screamed the Midnight Witch. ‘NO! NO! NO! NO! YOU WILL NOT DO THIS TO ME! YOU CANNOT DO THIS TO ME! IT’S IMPOSSIBLE!’

         She spun around and pointed her finger at Philo. 228

         ‘TEAPOT!’ she shouted. ‘TEAPOT!’

         But nothing happened. Nothing at all.

         ‘Ah, you see, dear sister, that’s the best part of it. You swore by the Four-Sided Triangle that you would keep your promise. And, now, because you haven’t kept your promise, because you can’t keep your promise. You’ve lost all of your magic. You can’t turn anyone into a teapot any more.’

         The Midnight Witch raised her arm and pointed it at the King. ‘TEAPOT!’ she shrieked. ‘TEAPOT!’

         ‘And of course, that means that every spell you’ve ever cast will be reversed. The done will be undone, the cursed uncursed. You know, I really am very curious to see how this works. I’ve never seen it happen before, but there’s no arguing with the Four-Sided Triangle.’

         The King’s words were hard to hear above the noise that was filling the hall. The noise of falling trees and breaking waves, and waterfalls soaring to the sky. The Midnight Witch said something, but nobody heard it, so it was just as if she didn’t say anything at all.

         And then it all happened.

      
   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            CHAPTER 41

            Which is about everything

         

         Verity was standing on the little wooden table. She was wearing the same dress that she had always worn, and a perplexed look upon her face.

         ‘Hello,’ she said.

         ‘Hello,’ said Philo.

         But theirs were not the only voices. There were hundreds of voice, thousands of voices. All down the great, grand hall, on all the shelves that rose to the ceiling and stretched to the distance, there were children. They were children who had been children, and then been teapots, and now were children again, and all of them were happy.

         ‘But …’ said the Midnight Witch. ‘But it can’t be.’

         ‘It can’t be, but it is,’ said the King. ‘It very much is. That’s a paradox, you know? But life doesn’t ask 230permission of logic. Everything is just as it is. Isn’t that so, Philo?’

         But Philo was hugging Verity, and he didn’t listen.

         The children were scrambling down from their shelves, helping each other down the long ladders.

         ‘But …’ said the Midnight Witch, and stopped.

         ‘Now, we must get all of these children home. Their parents will have been worried sick. I really should never have flown away. It just seemed like such a nice idea at the time. I suppose there are few things more dangerous than an idea that seemed nice at the time.’

         ‘I’m sorry I called you a goody-two-shoes,’ said Philo.

         ‘Oh, but I am a goody-two-shoes,’ said Verity. ‘I have two shoes, and I’m a goody. And anyway, I’m sorry I called you a recidivist.’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Philo. ‘I shouldn’t have been so upset about that, because I didn’t even know what it meant.’

         ‘TEAPOT!’ shouted the Midnight Witch, but not even she seemed very convinced about it any more. ‘TEAPOT?’

         ‘But what am I doing here?’ asked Verity.

         ‘You were a teapot,’ said Philo. ‘And so I rescued you.’

         ‘But how?’ asked Verity.

         So Philo told her. When he told her about 231wandering alone, Verity was sad. When he told her about walking through the Penguin Gate, she gasped.

         ‘But how did you do that?’ she whispered.

         ‘I was thinking about you,’ said Philo.

         Then he told her about the scarlet servants, and the Flying Castle and the King. He told her about the flight through the mountains, and the Scorpion-Man, and the Four-Sided Triangle. Verity was amazed and amused and startled and stunned and astounded and dumbfounded and frightened and enlightened. But when Philo got to the bit where he had trapped the Midnight Witch in her own promise, Verity was thunderstruck.

         ‘That’s the cleverest thing I’ve ever heard of,’ she said. ‘How did you come up with it?’

         Philo paused.

         ‘I thought about it … systematically,’ he replied at last.

         ‘Teapot?’ said the Midnight Witch dejectedly.

         ‘Do stop saying that,’ ordered the King. ‘You’ve caused quite enough trouble as it is. I’m going to have to punish you, you know: banish you or vanish you, or something. I’ll work it all out later. For the moment, there are a lot of children here who need to be returned to their parents. Dear me, dear me, I’m awfully to blame for all this. There I was twiddling 232my thumbs in the Flying Castle, when I should have been doing my job. From this day forth I shall do what I’m meant to do. I shall perform my kingly tasks. I shall stop shirking my duties. I shall stop my … esquivalience!’

         The Midnight Witch sat down on the floor and her shoulders slumped. The crowds of children ran around her, and nobody paid her the slightest bit of notice.

         Philo and Verity watched the scene, and they thought it was wonderful. Then out of the crowd appeared someone that they knew. He ran up to the King and started tugging on his robe.

         The King turned round.

         ‘Are you the King?’ asked Mr Spronkel.
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            CHAPTER 42

            The ultimate question

         

         ‘I am the King,’ said the King (in a very kingly way).

         ‘Oh splendid,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘I thought you were. It’s the crown. Dead giveaway, although I don’t know why a giveaway would be dead. Mind you, I don’t know why a giveaway would be alive either. Giveaways are probably neither. Or both. But the crown does give you a very kingly air. And it goes without saying that we must be in the Flying Castle.’

         ‘Mr Spronkel, what are you doing here?’ asked Verity.

         ‘I was just talking to the King,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘And before that I was a teapot. And before that I was wandering around looking for you outside Lowercase City, when I met the Midnight Witch. So I remembered everything that Giant Og taught me about how to fight. And I tried it. The bim! The bam! The bif-baf-boff! But I got turned into a teapot anyway. And 234before that, I was eating a cream bun, and before that I can’t remember.’

         ‘Then Philo saved you too,’ said Verity gently.

         ‘He did,’ said the King. ‘Now, why were you tugging on my robe?’

         ‘Why? Let’s see? Oh yes! I’d almost forgotten. I have a very important question about why I’m about to fight Giant Og, except that I’m not about to fight Giant Og because he fell on a tree. But you should probably still tell me who gets the shiny gold coin. Also, my young friend here, Philo, needs to get home. You see he came from his house through the Room of Signs out of a tree. But the tree got broken into splinters. So he couldn’t get back. But I told him that you were the wisest and kingliest king in the world, and that I’d find you and ask you the way back. And that way I would save Philo and get him back to his uncle and aunt.’

         ‘Nothing simpler,’ said the King. ‘There are doors like that all over the place, especially in this palace. If I remember correctly, there’s one just around the corner here. I usually do remember correctly. I’m the King, you see.’

         He led them out of the great, grand hall and up a little side passage. At the end of it there was a very little door. 235

         ‘It’ll be a squeeze,’ said the King.

         Philo looked at the door. Then he looked at Verity. Then he looked at the King. Then he looked at Mr Spronkel.

         ‘You fought the Midnight Witch,’ said Philo

         ‘I did!’ cried Mr Spronkel with a smile. ‘And I lost!’

         Mr Spronkel’s face changed to utter sadness.

         ‘You lost your first fight,’ said Philo. ‘So this is yours.’

         He reached into his pocket and took out the shiny gold coin.

         Mr Spronkel looked incredibly happy once again.

         ‘You ought to hurry,’ said the King. ‘We have a lot to do, now that I’ve stopped my esquivalience. I really ought to sort out the laws of Lowercase City.’

         Philo looked at Verity.

         ‘I need to get home too,’ said Verity. ‘My parents will be so worried, and I need to make that daisy chain, although maybe I’ll only use forty-nine daisies, it might be easier.’

         ‘But I’ll miss you,’ said Philo.

         ‘I’ll write you letters,’ said Verity. ‘Really long ones, with doodles at the side.’

         ‘I’m not sure that you can send letters from here to my house,’ said Philo. ‘I think I live a long way away.’

         ‘Magic green envelopes,’ said the King. ‘I’ve got 236a pile of them in the castle. A magic green envelope can be sent to anywhere and anywhen. The anywhen bit is rather fun. Verity can have all the magic green envelopes she likes. Now, really, I must insist, you must be getting back.’

         Philo opened the door. It was just big enough for him to crawl through.

         ‘Goodbye,’ said Verity and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

         Philo got down on his hands and knees and began to crawl through the little door. He was most of the way through when he remembered something. It was very hard to turn round, but with a bit of wriggling he managed it.

         ‘Verity,’ he said.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What was it like to be a teapot?’

         Verity put her head on one side and thought.

         ‘I’m not sure I can say it clearly.’

         ‘Then don’t,’ said Mr Spronkel. ‘My great-uncle Ludwig used to say to me, “If you can’t talk about something clearly, then don’t talk about it at all.”’

         ‘Very wise,’ said the King.

         And the door swung shut.
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            CHAPTER 43

            Nostos

         

         Philo was back in the Room of Signs. The table and chair were just where they had been. He realized that there had been a third door all along, and he just hadn’t noticed it.

         He tiptoed back to the door by which he had entered, it seemed a long time ago now. On the inside of the door was a sign that read:
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         238Philo smiled.

         He reached his hand towards the little door, and it opened before he touched it. He poked his head through. There was his home and his hallway. He wondered what Aunt Harriet and Uncle Harry would be doing. He supposed that he would be in a lot of trouble. But that didn’t seem so worrying now. Not for him.

         He climbed out and the door closed behind him.

         ‘Ten seconds,’ shouted Uncle Harry.

         ‘Come along, Philo,’ shouted Aunt Harriet.

         The rain was still pitter-pattering on the window panes. Philo realized that he had escaped. He had beaten the timetable. He had had his adventure.

         ‘Five,’ shouted Uncle Harry.

         ‘Four,’ called Aunt Harriet.

         ‘Here I am,’ said Philo, and he came out from behind the stairs.

         ‘Right on time, for once,’ said Uncle Harry.

         ‘On the dot,’ said Aunt Harriet. ‘That’s very important. Being early is as bad as being late. At least this time you didn’t get muddled and wander off somewhere.’

         Philo put on his coat. His sandwiches were neatly wrapped in the pocket. He found he was glad to be right on time. 239

         Uncle Harry opened the front door.

         ‘I do like the rain,’ he said. ‘But I wish it weren’t so wet.’

         ‘That’s funny,’ said Aunt Harriet.

         ‘It wasn’t meant to be.’

         ‘No I mean that.’ She pointed at the doormat. ‘There isn’t usually post on a Sunday.’

         ‘That is funny,’ said Uncle Harry.

         On the threshold was a green envelope.
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            An Afterthought

         

         Everything in this book is completely true.

         I checked.

         Of course, some people may think that I exaggerated, embroidered and embellished here and there. Some people may even think that I made it all up. Some people will say that it’s unrealistic and not lifelike and too unusual, and just not believable. Because some people haven’t seen very much of life.

         But I am old and antiquated, and I’ve seen much too much of the world. The truth about life is that it is very rarely lifelike. And the truth about reality is that it is unrealistic. And unusual things usually happen. In fact, if nothing unusual is happening, that is very unusual indeed. The world just is, and we have to believe it, even if it is unbelievable.

         And, in fact, lots of the things in this book that might seem too unusual to be true have happened before. They’ve been happening for as long as history can remember.

         For example, two thousand five hundred years ago, 243there was a Greek chap called Protagoras who was very, very clever. He was so clever that he said that anybody who paid to study with him would be able to win any argument in the world.

         Protagoras was so sure of this that he said that you didn’t even need to pay him until after you’d won your first argument.

         So a young chap called Euathlus took him up on the offer. But when the time was up Euathlus didn’t want to pay (who does?) and so he just refused to argue at all. That way, he’d never owe Protagoras the money.

         So Protagoras took him to court. Protagoras said that if he won he should get the money (because he won), and that if Euathlus won then Protagoras should still get the money because that meant that Euathlus had won his first argument. And Euathlus argued the exact opposite.

         Now, doesn’t that sound very much like the argument between Og and Mr Spronkel? Of course, it’s not exactly the same, but it proves that arguments like that really do happen and have been happening for two thousand five hundred years.

         
             

         

         And for over a hundred years people have been arguing about a barber. It was all started by a silly man called 244Bertrand Russell who said that there was a village barber who shaved all those (and only those) who didn’t shave themselves. Well, people asked Bertrand Russell whether that meant that the barber shaved himself, and Bertrand Russell said he didn’t know, and people have been bickering about it ever since.

         Now, doesn’t that sound an awful lot like Mrs Cook?

         
             

         

         And four hundred years ago there was a French fellow called René Descartes who was worried that he didn’t exist. So he climbed inside a stove in Germany (it wasn’t lit at the time) and thought as hard as he possibly could about whether or not he existed. Then suddenly he realized that if he was thinking about whether or not he existed, it must mean that there was somebody doing the thinking, and that somebody must be him. ‘I think therefore I am!’ he exclaimed; except, because he was French, he said it in Latin: ‘Cogito ergo sum!’

         Now, doesn’t that sound a bit like Mr Spronkel?

         
             

         

         And two hundred years ago there was a chap called Immanuel Kant who was wondering how he could work out what the right thing to do was. He decided that there must be rules about it. And he decided that 245those rules must apply to absolutely everybody. So if you wanted to work out whether what you were doing was good, you just had to work out what rule you were obeying, and then see if that rule could apply to absolutely everybody. And that’s how he managed to prove that stealing was wrong.

         Now, doesn’t that sound a bit like Verity in Lowercase City?

         
             

         

         And there was a Greek fellow called Heraclitus who said ‘The road up and the road down are one and the same’. And there was a Cretan called Epimenides who said ‘All Cretans are liars’. And there was an American called Martin Gardner who had a story about somebody who had to be executed on a day when they weren’t expecting it. And there was a chap called Lucian of Samosata who said that Chryssipus of Soli had a story about a crocodile who kidnapped a child and when the parents asked for the child back the crocodile said …

         
             

         

         But enough of all that. I think I’ve made my point. These sorts of things have been happening for thousands of years, and I didn’t make any of this up.

         Everything in this book is completely true.
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)

I, the King, do solemnly decree that my loyal
subject Mrs Cook shall provide food and
drink to all those, AND ONLY THOSE,
who cannot provide food and drink for
themselves. And she shall not under any
circumstances provide either food or drink to
those who can provide it for themselves.

Signed royally,

THE KING!

P.S. Thanks for the lollipop!
L\—/—/_/\;
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WANTED!

For breaking the law
into littie pieces!
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Master=thief and bandit=burglar PHILO has stealthily
stolen and thievishly thieved one shiny goid coin
from the innocent Giant Og.

And he ran away.

And he knocked down a tree.

Anyone who sees the felonious PHILO shouid arrest
him immediately and put him in chains.

By order of
THE CHIEF POLICEMAN
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In this cottage lives a friendly cook who will
give out food and drink to all those, AND

ONLY THOSE, who can’t feed themselves.

By order of

THE KING!
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Dear People!

I've decided to fly off in my flying castle!
If anybody really needs me, you can just go
through the Penguin Gate, I've set it up so
that it leads straight into the castle.

Toodle-pip!

THE KING!
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USE OF OTHER PEOPLE





OPS/images/a013_1_online.jpg
" NO SITTING





OPS/images/a014_2_online.jpg
IT IS ILLEGAL TO READ
THIS SIGN
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IF THIS SIGN IS
MISSING, CONTACT
THE MANAGEMENT
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= THIS SIGN |S NO LONGER INUSE =~
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