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How often have I said to you that when 

you have eliminated the impossible, 

whatever remains, however improbable, 

must be the truth?

 (Sherlock Holmes, The Sign of Four, 1890)
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Chapter 1: The Thief

Peter woke in his bedroom in the dark. He 
was sure he’d heard a noise. He sat up in bed. 
There it was again. It sounded as if it had come 
from downstairs. Was someone in the house? He 
stepped out of the warm bed into his slippers 
and grabbed his dressing gown from the back 
of the door, then slipped it on. Peter shivered in 
the cold of the early morning. He quietly crept 
down the landing towards his mum and dad’s 
room. Halfway there, he stopped and opened 
his older brother Spike’s door. It creaked on its 
hinges. Spike was 15, 5 years older than Peter, 
and was fast asleep in his bed. His complexion 
was a little lighter than Peter’s, not as dark, as 
he had taken after their mother despite his big 
rugby-player size. Unusually, he wasn’t snoring. 
Not him downstairs then? 

Carrying on to his parents, he entered silently 
and there on their bed lay his mum and dad, also 
asleep. They lay peacefully quiet in the moon-
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light; a lovely contrast of colour between his 
mum’s milk white English and his dad’s warm 
brown Namibian skin. Not them then, either. He 
switched on the light, rushed over to the bed, and 
shook his dad’s shoulder. 

“Dad, dad there’s someone downstairs!” 
Nothing he did, no matter what, could rouse 
his father. He moved to his mother and shook 
her. “Mum, mum! There’s someone downstairs. 
Come on, wake up! Please!” He shook her again, 
and this time even pinched her arm. She didn’t 
stir. His heart beat fast in his chest. “What’s go-
ing on?” he said to himself, his stomach knotting 
tight with fear. He left their room and shuffled 
along back to Spike’s. The same thing happened 
there, too. Nothing he did would wake Spike. 

At the last attempt he shouted, “Spike!” a lit-
tle too loud. He knew this because just then the 
sounds downstairs stopped. Oh no!

Peter waited and waited. Still no sounds. His 
heart pumping, he made a decision. He would 
go downstairs. Maybe the person had heard him 
and left? He tiptoed to the top of the stairs and 
started to descend. The first floor board on the 
stairs creaked and the second and the third. Each 
time they did, Peter winced. The fifth and sixth 
steps were silent, though his imagination wasn’t. 
In his mind, he imagined a tall scary burglar 
with a large knife waiting for him. Peter’s breath 
came hard and loud. He tried to quiet down, but 
couldn’t. He was sure the burglar, if he was still 
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there, could hear him. He got to the bottom of the 
stairs, looked left and right, but saw no one. No 
burglar. He stepped out of the hallway into the 
living room. His knees trembled. He turned the 
light on, but it didn’t work. The electricity’s off?

Peter finally noticed him. The curtains had 
been partially left open in the bay window of the 
front room. A tall male figure stood in the orange 
half-light from the street. Peter screamed and 
ran. The figure followed him silently and steadily. 
Peter raced for the door, shouting as loud as he 
could, “Help! Help! Mum! Dad!”

No help came.
Peter frantically unlocked the front door. His 

fingers fumbled as he turned the key. The man 
was getting closer and closer. Finally, the door 
unlocked and opened. The burglar stopped 
only a few feet behind him. He said nothing but 
watched silently. Peter ran into the night shout-
ing for help. He went straight to the next house 
and banged on their front door. No reply. He tried 
the next house and the next. No one was coming 
to help him. The feeling of panic was overwhelm-
ing. The police station isn’t far, he thought and 
started to run again. And that was when he start-
ed noticing. He couldn’t put his finger on it to 
start with, but then he realised the night was ut-
terly still. It wasn’t the usual false quiet of night, 
where if you listened carefully, you could hear all 
kinds of things. This was a total silence. A silence 
so complete that he slowed down because the 
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sound of him running was all he could hear, and 
he felt self-conscious and awkward.

He looked for the first time at the road next 
to him and stopped altogether. In the road, two 
cars sat stationary. Not parked on the side, but 
stopped right in the middle of the road. He looked 
both ways, as he had been taught, left and right, 
and jogged over to the nearest car. Inside a man 
stared straight ahead, both hands on the steering 
wheel, concentrating on the road. 

He tapped hard on the window. “Hey, hey! 
Mister! Can you help me?!” The man didn’t move. 
He didn’t even blink. “What’s going on?” 

Peter moved to the other car. Inside, a woman 
sat in the driver’s seat, also holding the steering 
wheel with both hands. Her mouth was open. In 
the passenger seat a man sat turned to the wom-
an driving, his mouth open as well. They looked 
like they had been frozen mid-conversation. This 
time Peter didn’t bother tapping on the window. 
He turned and ran in the direction of the police 
station. He veered left down a side road and 
passed more cars frozen in mid-journey, until 
he saw the lights of the police station. It was an 
old grey stone building with two columns in the 
front. Over the door, a lit sign said, ‘Cheddaring-
ton Police station.’ 

Peter dashed through the front door and 
stopped dead. Directly inside was the enquiry 
desk. A policeman stood on one side of the coun-
ter, unmoving. Opposite him stood a man point-
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ing a finger at him, his mouth agape. Neither 
moved. Neither even breathed. Peter walked 
slowly around them. He nudged the man, who 
was like stone. He waved at them, stamped his 
foot, shouted, and, out of frustration, he began  to 
cry. Tears flowed, and he felt ashamed.

“What is this?”
Peter sat down on a wooden bench that 

leaned against the opposite wall. He felt cold. 
He wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his dress-
ing gown, lay down on the bench, and curled up 
into a ball, tucking his knees up to his chest. He 
lay there for a while, thoroughly miserable. The 
hardwood of the bench was the definition of un-
comfortable. When he couldn’t stand it anymore, 
he sat up and took note of his surroundings in a 
little more detail. The clock on the police station 
wall seemed broken. The hands didn’t move. For 
a while, Peter just sat there shivering, deeply un-
happy. 

Then an idea took hold. He got up, went to the 
desk, and looked at the watch on the wrist of the 
man. His watch wasn’t working either. He looked 
at the policeman’s. His was also broken, and even 
more curiously, all three timepieces had broken 
at the same time. Or had they?

“Time has stopped. Time has stopped!”  Pe-
ter shouted. “It’s the only thing that makes sense, 
but how is this possible?”

Peter started to pace in the waiting room, 
debating aloud. “It makes sense. Mum, Dad and 
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Spike didn’t wake up. Neither did the neigh-
bours. The cars were all stopped. The people 
were all frozen. Watches and clocks all stopped 
at the same time. What should I  do? Go home? 
Talk to him? What if he hurts me or kills me?” he 
stopped pacing. “He probably could  have done 
that already.”

He sat down again, clenching and unclench-
ing his fists. “You’re acting like a coward, Peter. 
Your family is there! Go back and do something!”

He stood up and strode out the door, his face 
full of purpose and his legs full of jelly. Peter was 
going home. It took ages in the eerily silent dark-
ness of the town. His fear stalked him all the way, 
even when he reached the door of his house. 

It was wide open.
He entered. The lights were still out, but he 

could clearly make out the shape of the man at 
the bottom of the hallway. He hadn’t budged at 
all—not an inch. The figure motioned for him to 
follow. Peter forced one foot in front of the other. 
He was shaking, but not from the cold. 

Peter walked slowly down the corridor and 
followed the tall intruder, who sat down in Dad’s 
easy chair. Peter sat in Mum’s, opposite the bur-
glar, who lit a candle and put it on the coffee table. 
The white candle sat in an old-fashioned pewter 
holder. For the first time, Peter had a clear look 
at him. He was a handsome man with dark hair 
and dark eyes, dressed all in black. His complex-
ion was slightly dark, with a Mediterranean look.
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Peter spoke first. “Wha...what’s going on? 
What happened to time?”

The burglar took out a most extraordinary 
object from his outer jacket pocket and placed it 
next to the candle on the coffee table. It was an 
old-fashioned silver alarm clock about the size of 
a grown man’s hand, but sitting on top of it was 
a living creature: a blue imp no bigger than the 
man’s finger. It held the little and big hands of the 
clock. Alarmingly, it grinned and winked at Peter.

“A useful device,” explained the burglar.
“Who are you?!” Peter yelped.
“I am known as the Thief.”
“Please, can you put everything back to nor-

mal?”
“Soon. But I need you to listen. I know you are 

scared, but do you think you can do that?”
“I guess so.”
“Do you walk through High Street in your 

town on your way home from school?”
“Yes.”
“The next time you do, look for a black door 

with a red knocker. It will have a sign above the 
door. The sign will read Bottega. The sign and 
door will look very old.”

Peter frowned. “I don’t understand; there 
isn’t such a place on High Street.”

“There will be. Listen. When you see it, go and 
knock on the door.”

“What if I don’t?” Peter challenged.
“You will.”
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“How can you be so sure?”
“Ask yourself this and then decide. Why, if all 

of time was frozen by my device, were you unaf-
fected? Think on that, and if you want an answer, 
knock on the black door.”

He stood up, leaned over, picked up his imp- 
controlled clock device and put it back in his 
jacket pocket. He then picked up the candle in 
its pewter holder and mysteriously put that in 
his jacket, as well. The moment he did, the room 
turned dark, and then the living room light came 
on. The Thief was gone. Peter sat alone.

“Dad! Mum! Spike!”
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Chapter 2: A Family Gathering

The hot milk warmed Peter. It steamed in the 
large white mug that his mum had given him.

 “Drink up and you’ll feel better, dear. It will 
make you sleepy,” said Peter’s Mum.

“Thanks,” Peter replied between sips. He 
leaned slowly back into the sofa. The front room 
looked different now than it had only an hour ago. 
The low lighting and the strange man had made 
it feel alien. With the lights on, it had returned to 
normal. A TV, coffee table, sofa, chairs, wooden 
floors and his mum’s photographs of beaches on 
the walls all looked comfortingly familiar. As did 
his brother, mum and dad.

Spike yawned, “What time is it?”
“Four in the morning,” replied Dad, half 

asleep, his dark brown eyes barely open.
Spike rolled his eyes. “I could be sleeping, Pe-

ter. You and your dumb dream.”
“It wasn’t a dream,” Peter protested. Peter 

screwed up his face he knew what was coming. 
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Spike didn’t do understanding. He’d missed the 
word sometime in year one and had never both-
ered to look up that variation of its meaning.

“Ooh, yeah, some thief stopped time and 
there was a little blue guy and a magical alarm 
clock. You should stay off the cheese before bed.”

Peter sighed. Predictable. “I knew you 
wouldn’t believe me.”

Spike glowered. His small piggy eyes focused 
on his younger brother. He rolled his big shoul-
ders back. Spike was six feet tall and still grow-
ing. He was already bigger than Dad. “You knew 
right, you baby. Stupid dream. I gotta play rugby 
at school tomorrow, too!”

Peter’s indignation rose. “I’m not a baby!”
“You probably wet the bed too.”
“I never!”
“Spike! That’s enough. Don’t upset him fur-

ther. We’ll never get to bed,” Dad said roughly.
Mum sat on the sofa next to Peter and stroked 

his hair. “Never mind them, dear. We all get night-
mares. Dad had one the other day about his boss, 
Mr. Peterson, eating him. Didn’t you, dear?”

Dad shuffled uncomfortably in his armchair. 
“Well it wasn’t quite like that.”

Mum brushed Dad’s comment aside. “The 
point is, Peter, we all have them.”

“Yeah, just not as weird,” added Spike.
“Spike!” snapped Dad.
“Well, the runt is weird. Blue imps. Frozen po-

licemen.”
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Mum put on the voice they all knew. The soft 
and gentle—but ever so threatening—I-made-
you-so-do-it-or-else voice. “Spike, be nice, dear. 
It wasn’t so long ago since you stopped...”

“... Yeah, yeah alright,” finished an embar-
rassed Spike.

“What?” said a curious Peter.
“Nothin’. Mind your own business.”
Mum started to speak. “There’s no harm in...” 

but was interrupted by Spike again, “You prom-
ised, Mum!” Mum just shrugged her shoulders.

“Time for bed,” said Dad, rising from his chair.
“You can take your milk up with you,” said 

Mum.
“Thanks, but I’m not sure I can fall asleep 

again.”
“Try, dear, try,” said Mum soothingly.
Later, in bed in the dark, Peter stared at the 

ceiling. He couldn’t sleep. It hadn’t been a dream, 
had it? His memory seemed clear and not dream-
like. Logically, though, what else could it be? Peo-
ple didn’t just stop time. He could hear the loud 
ticking of his alarm clock. The natural progress of 
time being marked out was reassuring. Eventual-
ly, he fell asleep. It felt like only seconds later that 
Mum was waking him for school. It was Monday.
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Chapter 3: Erin and the Witch

Earlier that same Sunday... 
Erin stood on her aunt’s doorstep with a 

large black suitcase. Next to her stood a middle-
aged lady with grey hair. The lady knocked on 
the door, looked down at Erin, and smiled. Erin 
didn’t smile back. The lady knocked again. This 
time the door opened, and a pretty, petite woman 
in her early thirties answered. She stood in stark 
contrast to the house, which was large, detached, 
and Mock Tudor. The lady in the doorway looked 
at Erin and smiled. “Hello, Erin.”

“Hello, Aunt Polly,” replied Erin.
The middle-aged lady spoke. “Oh, hello there! 

I called earlier,” she dropped her voice to just 
above a whisper, “from social services.”

Aunt Polly nodded. “Come in, come in.” She 
swished her flowery paisley skirt and the beads 
sewn onto the dress clacked as she went into the 
house. Erin lugged her suitcase over the thresh-
old. She was tall for her age, and gangly, and the 
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attempt to carry the suitcase made her look even 
more awkward. After some stumbling and groan-
ing, they were seated in the living room. Laid 
out on the coffee table was a cup of tea for each 
and some digestive biscuits. The room was spa-
cious and comfortable, with high white painted 
ceilings with stucco flowers and a large black 
wrought iron Victorian fireplace.

“How long will Erin be staying with me?”
Erin surveyed her aunt’s face to see if there 

was a trace of irritation there. There wasn’t.
“Hard to say. It depends on how long Erin’s 

mother will take until she is ready to look after 
her,” said the lady from social services.

“I see. So it could be a while.”
“Quite possibly. Is that a problem for you?”
“No, no, of course not. Erin is welcome to stay 

as long as she likes.”
“Very good of you. You’d be surprised that 

not everyone takes the same view under these 
circumstances. After all, children are a big com-
mitment.”

“I don’t see it that way. If you can’t be there 
for your family in need, what kind of person are 
you?”

Erin remained silent during their conver-
sation. She had stopped listening to them. De-
tached from their conversation, she looked at the 
pictures on Aunt Polly’s living room walls. They 
were of flowers. Erin liked flowers. She didn’t like 
being talked about. She started to concentrate 



22

again, though, when the topic turned to school.
“What about school?”
“We have made arrangements for you at the 

neighbouring junior school.”
Aunt Polly turned to Erin, “You were eleven 

last week, weren’t you, Erin?”
“Yes, Aunt Polly.”
“What year is that in school?”
“Year six,” Erin answered, and Aunt Polly 

nodded, though it was clear that she didn’t know 
what that meant.

“Anyway, you have my number, and I’ll drop 
by to visit soon to see how Erin is settling in.” The 
lady from social services finished her tea in one 
mouthful and rose from her seat. “I’ll leave you 
to it, then.” Aunt Polly got up too and walked her 
to the door. They chatted as they went. Erin was 
left alone in the front room. Suddenly the white 
walls and the tall ceiling seemed bigger to Erin. 
She felt strange; not herself. She breathed heavi-
er and her stomach ached. It felt like a huge hole 
had opened up in her tummy. She felt very alone. 
She wanted to cry.

 The door slammed shut and Aunt Polly came 
back into the room. She sat next to Erin on the 
sofa and held her hands. “Erin, Erin, I’m so sorry. 
I’m not your mum. But I do love her too. She’s my 
sister, you’re my niece. I promise to try to look 
after you as best I can until you go home.” She 
kissed Erin on the forehead. “OK?”

Erin smiled weakly. “OK.”
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“Good. It looks like it’s me and thee, then. 
Come on—I’ll give you a hand with that suitcase.”

Erin’s new bedroom was big and pink, with 
a four-poster double bed laid out with a flow-
ery bedspread. The room looked huge to Erin. 
Huge and empty. She started to unpack her suit-
case. There was very little in it. She laid out her 
clothes, putting them in drawers and the large 
pine wardrobe. She had few other possessions. 
Some books, something to listen to music on, and 
her favourite rag doll, which she put on her pil-
low. There had never been much. Her mum had 
needed all the money they had for other things. I 
miss mum, she thought. I wonder if she is looking 
after herself?

There was a knock on the door. Aunt Polly 
opened it, all smiles. “I baked earlier. Shall we eat?”

Downstairs in the kitchen, they ate in silence. 
Not because of any uncomfortableness, but be-
cause Aunt Polly was a fine cook. The potato and 
leek pie was cooked to perfection, as were the 
new potatoes and courgettes with it.

“Nice?”
“Mmm.”
“Thanks.”
“You were always a good cook, Aunt Polly.” 

Polly just smiled as a reply. “Mum and I always 
looked forward to what you would cook for us on 
our visits.”

Aunt Polly didn’t answer, but got up and put 
the kettle on. Her kitchen was large and done 
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out in the farmhouse style. She even had an old-
fashioned AGA cooker and copper pans. There’s 
something very natural about her, mused Erin. 
The way she dresses, even her perfume: rose. Bit of 
a hippy, my aunt.

By the time she finished her food, there was a 
strange yellow tea in front of her.

“Chamomile,” said Aunt Polly. “Very soothing. 
After your day, dear, it can only help.” She held 
Erin’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

Erin sipped it. Not bad. Not great, but not bad.
That night, Erin cleaned her teeth, put on her 

lavender coloured pyjamas and got into bed. Her 
aunt turned off the light and wished her good 
night. She tried to sleep, but couldn’t. Too much 
troubled her. Worry about her mum, a new school 
in the morning, and the strange night noises of an 
unfamiliar house kept her awake. The house was 
at least a hundred years old and creaked without 
anyone moving about. It was unnerving. A feeling 
of deep loneliness started to seep into Erin’s be-
ing. The room felt cold, alien, and big. She longed 
to be back in her bedroom at home in her mum’s 
flat. The room was much smaller, but it was hers, 
and more importantly, her mum slept next door. 
She was always a short step away. Not now; now 
she was miles away and Erin didn’t know when 
she would next see her. It felt as if she was all 
alone in her aunt’s big house. Erin really started 
to feel sorry for herself and was about to start 
crying.
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It wouldn’t do! It just wouldn’t do, she decid-
ed. She got out of bed quietly so as not to wake 
Aunt Polly. She began to creep downstairs to-
ward the kitchen to fetch a glass of water, but 
stopped in the hallway.  Through the half-opened 
kitchen door, she could see that a light was on. 
She crept closer, and through the ajar door, she 
could see Aunt Polly looking at a wilted potted 
tomato plant. More interestingly, Aunt Polly was 
talking to herself. Erin wasn’t normally a nosy 
girl, but something stopped her calling out to her 
aunt. Instead, she just stood very still and quiet 
and observed. Her aunt was used to living on her 
own, and common to such people, had developed 
the habit of talking to herself. She produced a 
running monologue: “Well, little plant, you don’t 
look so well. We’ve tried all the usual things. Time 
to try less conventional methods.” She turned to 
the kitchen dresser, took out a small key, and re-
moved a heavy leather-bound black book from a 
drawer. The book looked very old. She put it on 
the table and ran her hand across the cover. “Per-
haps a spell may work?”

Erin wasn’t sure she had heard correctly. She 
was determined to listen more carefully. Mean-
while, Aunt Polly turned the pages of the book. 
“Well, this may do, hmm.” She closed her eyes and 
started to incant. “Perigee Apogee largos meriem 
talos sanctum, veritas.”

Erin gasped, realised she had made a sound, 
and put her hand over her mouth, but Aunt Polly 
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hadn’t heard. She stared at the plant intently. She 
stared for a good five minutes, but nothing hap-
pened. “Stubborn. Well, perhaps we need to brew 
a potion.” Aunt Polly turned more pages of the 
book. “Oh yes, here we are. Magical growing po-
tion. This should sort you out, little plant. I think 
I have everything?” Aunt Polly started searching 
around the kitchen for ingredients for her po-
tion. She started by taking out a funny looking 
glass bowl, herbs, what looked like olive oil, and 
some dried flowers. She put the ingredients in 
the bowl, pausing from time to time to read the 
instructions in her book carefully.

Erin had seen enough. She tiptoed back up 
the stairs to bed. Lying there, she didn’t think 
of her mum or school or being alone. Only one 
thought was on her mind.

My aunt is a witch.
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Chapter 4: School

Breakfast was awkward. Erin didn’t know 
what to say. Her aunt assumed that she was wor-
ried about school, so she gave her a little time to 
herself. Erin ate her cornflakes and drank her tea. 
She fiddled with the collar of the blouse of her 
new school uniform. Social services had bought 
her the uniform. She didn’t like it much. The skirt 
was ugly and the blouse a horrible shade of yel-
low.

Aunt Polly decided it was time to talk. “Are 
you worried about your first day at your new 
school?”

“Yes, Aunty. A little.”
“Don’t be. I’m sure it will be fine. You won’t 

be the only worried one. It is, after all, still only 
September, and the whole class will still be set-
tling in.”

“I guess.”
“You’ll make friends in no time.”
“I hope so. Aunty, can I ask you a question?”
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“Yes, of course.”
Erin was about to blurt out about last night 

and being a witch and all, but thought twice 
about it. She wasn’t sure how her aunt would 
take it. Perhaps not all witches wanted people 
to know they were witches, she reasoned. After 
all, centuries ago, people burned them alive. “Oh, 
never mind.”

Aunt Polly gave Erin a quizzical look, but 
didn’t ask the obvious question. “We’d better 
be going soon, Erin. Pay attention this morning 
because I can’t pick you up today, I’m afraid. I 
have a long-standing appointment that can’t be 
changed.”

“Are we walking?”
“Yes dear. I don’t drive.”
“I’m not very good at directions.”
“Oh, well. Try your best, dear. I’ll ask at school 

and see if someone can walk you home.”
“OK.”
“Do you have a mobile phone?”
“No.”
“Well, we’ll have to get you one.” Erin bright-

ened up. She’d always wanted a phone.
“Can I choose one?”
Aunt Polly smiled. “Within reason. Why not?”
“Great!”
 It was time to go to school. Cheddarington 

Juniors waited. Mrs. Spears, chubby and stern, 
looked out from her thick black rimmed glasses. 
“Children, children, get to your seats now.” The 
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noise was deafening. Thirty year-six children 
raucously found their seats and tables. The min-
ute they were all seated, however, they became, 
as if by magic, silent.

“Good,” she said. Everybody looked up ex-
pectantly at Mrs. Spears. They had only had her 
for a few weeks, but it didn’t take long to know 
that Mrs. Spears was strict. First day, detention 
had been handed out and parents were spoken 
to.  The children watched her warily. “Now chil-
dren, I’m sure you’ll join me in giving our new 
girl a warm welcome. Her name is Erin.” A gentle 
murmur went around the room, cut off by Mrs. 
Spears, “Now hands up. Is there anyone who lives 
near Westgrove Road?”

Peter raised his hand. He lived in the road 
next to Westgrove. As often happens, Peter’s road 
of modest semi-detached houses was right next 
door to the more well-heeled detached proper-
ties of Westgrove Road.

Mrs. Spears pointed at him, “Well done, Peter. 
Is that Daniel sitting next to you?”

Peter’s friend Daniel piped up, “Yes, Mrs. Spears.”
“Be a good boy, Daniel, and go sit next to 

Freddy.”
Daniel grimaced, turned to Peter, and whis-

pered, “See you at break, mate.” When Daniel had 
moved, Mrs. Spears sat Erin next to Peter. She 
said quietly, “ Now Peter, I would like you to help 
Erin out today. She is new and doesn’t know the 
school.”
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“Yes, Mrs. Spears.”
“I’d also like you to walk her home after 

school.”
“Yes, Mrs. Spears.”
“You are a kind boy.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Spears.” When she turned 

her back on Peter to return to the front of the 
class, he rolled his eyes. 

“Sorry,” whispered Erin.
Peter turned to her for the first time. She 

seemed nice enough. A bit taller than Peter, with 
short brown hair and blue eyes. Her face was 
kind and pretty in a quirky sort of way. He smiled 
at her and whispered, “No worries, Erin. Spears 
is a headache, that’s all.”

“Now children, open your geography books to 
page 16. You’ll find them on your tables.” There 
was a huge group shuffle for books. Soon, lessons 
were fully underway.

At break time, Peter introduced Erin to some 
girls. Then he went off to play football with Dan-
iel and some other boys. Peter was a little sur-
prised when Erin reappeared a few minutes later 
and said, “Can I play?”

Peter looked at Daniel and asked, “Dan?” 
Dan just shrugged, so they continued to play 

with Erin until the bell. Not bad for a girl, thought 
Peter as they walked back to class.

Classes dragged on like classes do. Lunch 
came and went. At playtime after their lunch of 
fish fingers, chips, and peas, Erin sat on her own. 
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She had things to think about. To her surprise, 
she also saw that Peter sat on his own, mumbling 
to himself on the other end of the playground.

Curious, she wandered over to him. “You all 
right?”

Briefly startled, Peter looked up and shrugged. 
“I had a weird night last night.”

“Me too. Want to talk about it?”
“Not really.” Peter kicked a pebble.
Erin shrugged. “You’re not bad at football, Pe-

ter. Better than Dan.”
Peter brightened at this. “Dan doesn’t think so.”
“Well, he would say that, wouldn’t he?”
Peter looked at her, sizing her up. “Not made 

any friends with the girls?”
“They’re alright.”
“Yeah, how I feel about them too.” They smiled 

together.
“Let’s find Dan and see if he wants a game?”
“You’re on.”
Lunchtime break flew by, and after the bell 

the afternoon lessons surprisingly did so too. It 
was home time before they knew it. Mrs. Spears 
made sure Peter and Erin were paired up and sent 
them out the school gates on their journey home. 
They walked together down Gardener Street, 
chatting about this and that. Erin was starting to 
think that Cheddarington Juniors wouldn’t be so 
bad after all.

On the walk home, Erin got more and more 
curious about Peter. He looked different from 
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most kids in the school. Cheddarington was a 
small town with few foreigners. So Peter’s dark 
coffee-coloured skin and black curly hair stood 
out.

“Are your family from Chedarrington?” Erin 
asked.

“Mum’s family have been here forever, but 
Dad is Ovrambo from Namibia.”

“Where?”
“Namibia. It’s in southern Africa.”
“Wow! That’s unusual. How did they meet?”
“They were at university together.”
Erin nodded as if that explained everything. 

They turned into High Street, passed the chemist, 
the grocers, the news agents, and a coffee shop, 
then stopped. Erin looked behind her when she 
realised that Peter wasn’t moving anymore. All 
colour had drained from his face. He was staring, 
wide-eyed, at an old black door, its paint peeling, 
with a heavy red knocker shaped like a leopard’s 
face in its centre. Above the door, a battered, dirty 
sign read, ‘Bottega’.
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Chapter 5: The Door

Erin watched Peter carefully. She’d seen peo-
ple freeze in that way before, and she knew to be 
wary. It was never certain how they would react 
next.

“Peter,” she said quietly. He stared, mute, at 
the black door. “Peter!”

“Huh, yeah?”
“You all right?”
“I’m not sure.”
“What do you mean?” Peter was bemused but 

calm. Erin came closer, no longer so wary.
He started to speak again. “Last night.....”
“Yes?”
“I’m going crazy.” There was no obvious an-

swer to this statement, so Erin paused and wait-
ed for Peter to fill the silence. “Last night I had a 
dream, which wasn’t a dream. It was real, but my 
family told me it was a dream.”

“I don’t understand, Peter.” Peter looked 
searchingly into Erin’s eyes, weighing up his next 
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move. Erin could see the consternation and fear 
in his face.

“Erin, you’ll think I’m mad. Maybe I am.”
“Try me.”
“Don’t laugh. You’ll laugh.”
Erin shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that, Pe-

ter. It’s not me.”
Peter thought for a moment. Then his deci-

sion came and he quickly blurted out the story of 
the previous night. The Thief, stopped time, and 
his final parting words. Erin looked surprised 
and stopped him every now and again to clarify 
points within his story. She wasn’t so sure now 
that he wasn’t crazy, but his fear and confusion 
was genuine enough. Erin had seen that before 
too. At the end of his tale, both turned to the mys-
terious door and contemplated it in silence. 

Erin spoke first. “What now?”
“Perhaps I should knock and see?”
“Are you sure?”
“No, but the Thief was right. I want to know 

why all of time was stopped but I was unaffected.”
“Shall we, then?”
“You don’t have to.”
“Peter you have been really kind to me all day. 

I’d feel terrible leaving you to face this on your 
own.”

“I can’t guarantee what might happen.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be alright.”
“I’m not so sure. I mean, the Thief stopped 

time.....” He let the last sentence trail away mean-
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ingfully, shrugging his shoulders.
“True, but he could have harmed you anytime 

last night, according to what you told me, but he 
didn’t.”

“I don’t know.”
“Look, Peter, maybe you are right, but this 

could also be a coincidence. Maybe you saw this 
door the day before and it came out again in your 
dream.”

“I’ve lived here all my life. Walked down this 
street loads of times and this door has never 
been here before today. It wasn’t even here this 
morning!”

“Well, whatever the truth of it, the only way 
to get to any answers is through that door.” Pe-
ter didn’t reply, but nodded. Erin grabbed Peter’s 
hand, “Come on.” Peter hoped none of his school 
friends saw her do it. He would never hear the 
end of it. Holding hands with the new girl in the 
street! Still, he was glad of the comfort of her 
friendly touch.

They stepped up the four old broken steps to 
the black door. In the centre of the door, at head 
height, there was a heavy red knocker in the 
shape of a leopard’s face. Peter raised his hand to 
the knocker. It trembled. Erin squeezed his other 
hand encouragingly. Feeling a little braver, Peter 
held the knocker and gave it a single knock.

Boom! Both Erin and Peter jumped. The noise 
was strangely loud. The vibrations still rattled in 
their chests. Instinctively, they turned around. 
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In the street, an old lady with a shopping basket 
was going by, completely oblivious to anything 
that had gone on. They looked at each other in 
surprise.

“That was too loud for a normal door knock-
er! And why didn’t that old lady hear it?”

“I know,” said a worried-looking Erin. There 
was a creaking noise, and they both turned back 
to the door to see that it had opened ajar—not by 
much, but enough to feel cool, dry air gently es-
cape. It smelt like old building. Peter had gone to 
the Norman Cathedral in Bramwell, and it remind-
ed him of that thousand-year-old giant church.

“Hello? Anyone there?” ventured Erin.
They waited; no voice or sound came from 

behind the door. Peter put his hands on the door 
and pushed it open. Inside, it was completely 
dark. Black, as if it was a night without moon 
or stars. Erin shivered, and the fine little hairs 
on the back of her arm rose up. She was a little 
afraid now.

Peter spoke. “Shall we cross it together?”
“Okay.”
“On the count of three. One, two, three.” They 

stepped over the threshold into darkness.
“I can’t see anything.”
“Me neither.”
“Shall we go back?” said Erin.
“Just a step or two and then we can go. I don’t 

understand; why there is nothing at all?”
“Okay.” They took three steps together, linked 
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still by their hands. The door slammed shut be-
hind them.

Thunk! Thunk, thunk, echoed the door. The 
darkness swallowed them, and they screamed. It 
was so dark that they couldn’t see themselves. It 
felt like they no longer had bodies at all. It was as 
if they had become beings of thought, only able 
to hear.

Crack! Light flooded inside opposite them as 
two great doors opened to the sound of grinding 
stone on stone. A brightly lit great hall beckoned. 
They moved toward it like two moths to the only 
light source in the deepest darkest night ever 
imagined. Stepping into this great hall, still hold-
ing hands, they stopped in wonder just beyond 
the doors. They were in a giant octagonal space 
made of polished white Luna Marble. The light 
came from the ceiling, where what felt like warm 
sunlight streamed through vast opaque crystal 
panes. In the middle of this cavernous roof was a 
giant roundel with a beautiful painted lady in the 
middle. She was unfashionably ample and wore a 
robe-like dress of pink. The painting looked old. 
Behind them, the grinding noise returned and 
the door closed slowly, revealing another paint-
ing of a lady in blue. Strangely, when the door 
closed, no line could be seen down the middle 
of the painting where the doors met. Turning 
around to look at the great space they were in 
they realised that each side of the octagon had 
a painted lady, and was likely to be a door also. 
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The paintings were obviously by the same art-
ist. The light from the ceiling was so brilliantly 
reflected from the polished white marble that it 
took a while for their eyes to get adjusted. When 
they did, they noticed two heavy dark wooden 
pulpit-like desks at the opposite end of the room. 
At each desk was a man; one sat and one stood. 
The standing man spoke. It was a deep, rich voice 
familiar to Peter. “Why don’t you come in?” His 
voice echoed around the brilliant marble hall.

“The Thief,” Peter whispered to Erin. Erin was 
beyond being able to answer. This was too weird. 
Peter let go of her hand and walked towards the 
desks.

“B...b...b...but,” stuttered Erin. She watched 
Peter’s back and decided she didn’t want to be 
left on her own. She put one foot in front of the 
other and followed reluctantly. The marble hall 
seemed gigantic, and she felt tiny and insignifi-
cant. It doesn’t make sense, she thought, the build-
ing doesn’t look this big on the outside! It’s enor-
mous!

Peter stopped in front of the desks, and Erin 
could see both desks and the men clearer now. 
The man who stood was tall and strikingly hand-
some, dressed all in black, with a Mediterranean 
complexion and smiling deep brown eyes in a 
strong athletic frame. The second man appeared 
middle-aged, chubby, short, and balding.

“Welcome, Peter,” said the Thief, but oddly 
enough, both men looked at Erin. She felt awk-
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ward under the Thief’s gaze. “And who may you 
be?” he asked of Erin.

Peter replied, “How do you know my name?”
The second man broke his silence, “We know 

many things, young man.”
“My-my name’s Erin,” stuttered Erin.
“Well, you are most welcome, Erin,” said 

the Thief. Peter noticed that on the front of the 
church pulpit-like desks were inscriptions. He 
read the Thief’s out loud, “Boniface.”

“It is my name and pronounced Bon-i-fa-che,” 
corrected the Thief pleasantly.

“Where is it from?” asked Erin.
“Italy.”
“And yours is?” asked Erin, reading the other 

inscription, “Ludovico.” The chubby middle-aged 
man stood, blushing.

“I must apologise, young lady. How rude of 
me! We never get guests, so one forgets manners. 
It is pronounced Lud-o-vi-ko. I am the Collector, 
and I am delighted to meet you both.” He bowed 
in an old-fashioned and formal manner.

The Thief spoke, “Come now, you had a busy 
day at school no doubt. Would you like some re-
freshments?”

Erin and Peter looked at each other, remem-
bering where they were and all those parental 
instructions about being wary of strangers.

“No, thank you,” said Erin for them both.
“Can I have an answer now?” asked Peter.
“What is your question?” replied the Collector.
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“Why did the Thief, Boniface I mean, stop 
time in my house? And why wasn’t I affected?”

There was silence. The Thief looked over 
to the Collector, who shrugged. “Perhaps some 
seats are in order, Ludovico. This may take more 
than a moment.”

“Indeed,” said Ludovico. He moved out from 
the desk and walked towards the children. He was 
not much taller than Erin, but smartly dressed in 
dark blue trousers, a white shirt, and a matching 
waistcoat.

“Could you step back a little?” asked the Col-
lector. When they had moved a safe distance, he 
raised his hands in the air. The moment he did 
so, the white marble floor rose up. Not in blocks, 
as you would expect, but more in the manner of 
a liquid. Ludovico waived his right hand around 
a little and the liquid Luna marble set hard in the 
shape of a large stone sofa.

“That doesn’t look very comfortable,” mused 
the Thief.

“True,” mumbled Ludovico. He waved his 
left hand and the stone became upholstered in a 
pleasant floral material. It looked snug. “Please 
take a seat. I think you’ll find it is most comfort-
able.” Erin and Peter stood, open-mouthed, at 
what appeared to be an amazing piece of magic.

The Thief moved across to the seat, though 
glided would be a more accurate description. 
There was an extraordinary fluidity and grace to 
all the Thief’s movements. Peter shrugged and 
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sat down followed by Erin. Ludovico sat last, and 
after a short silence said, “Let me tell you a story, 
and perhaps much will be clearer afterwards.”
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Chapter 6: The Story

Ludovico leaned back into the sofa and looked 
at his shoes. He placed his hands comfortably on 
his plump stomach and started. “I was born in 
Orvieto in Italy in the year 1523. My family were 
not the wealthiest or noblest, but we were pos-
sessed of both wealth and nobility. As a boy, I ex-
hibited all the signs of a predisposition towards 
becoming a gentleman of learning, and my father 
set out diligently to find an appropriate outlet 
for my innate ability and inclination.” Ludovico 
stopped and looked over at his audience. The 
children just stared at him. The Thief quietly 
mouthed the word “children” and indicated with 
his hand that Ludovico needed to simplify.

Ludovico cleared his throat. “Yes, quite, of 
course. I loved learning, and as I said my father 
set about finding the best way to please me. At 
first, he considered the great university at Bo-
logna, but my mother had heard stories that 
some of the young students there had low moral 
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standards. My mother, you see, was a very mor-
al lady. My father, out of respect for her wishes, 
dismissed the idea and hunted around for an al-
ternative. He considered the law, the clergy, even 
banking, but I was not keen on any of them. A 
chance encounter one day lead my father to a so-
lution that would please me, and ultimately lead 
to all this.” Ludovico swept his arms around him, 
indicating the great hall of the shop.

“He had met a friend from the Veneto, a re-
gion of Italy, and they had gotten around to dis-
cussing me. My father’s friend had commissioned 
a work of construction from an architect. He was 
convinced that he could get me apprenticed so 
that one day I too could become an architect. My 
father was at first unsure if this was good for a 
son of a noble family, but was persuaded that the 
architect in question was the greatest one living 
and it would reflect well on the family name. My 
father put the proposal to me, and I agreed. My 
mother and sisters were less pleased, and many 
tears were shed the day I departed to the Veneto 
to be apprenticed to my master, the greatest ar-
chitect of all time, Andrea Palladio.”

Ludovico stopped to see if the children were 
impressed. Disappointingly, there was no such 
reaction. “What do they teach you in schools 
these days? Never mind, it isn’t material. Suffice 
it to say, I was lucky enough to be apprenticed to 
a rare genius. I learned a huge amount from him 
and demonstrated some ability as an architect. 
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My master was, I am proud to say, pleased with 
me.”

Peter interrupted him, “So you are hundreds 
of years old?”

Erin nudged him in the ribs. “That’s what he 
said.”

Ludovico didn’t quite know what to do with 
this, so he ignored it and restarted. “My master 
was so pleased with me that he entrusted me 
with an important task. He would send me to 
Rome in order to retrieve a valuable and ancient 
book of architecture by the great Roman archi-
tect, Vitruvius. You won’t have heard of him if you 
haven’t heard of Andrea Palladio. No matter, an-
other time. 

“My master believed that it might contain 
the answer to a problem he had been wrestling 
with for some time. The book was in the collec-
tion of a nobleman who was prepared to lend it 
to the great Palladio. So I was dispatched. The 
journey from Venice, where we had been stay-
ing, to Rome, was long and difficult, as Italy then 
was not one country, but many little ones. From 
Venice to Ferrara, the Papal States, Tuscany, then 
back to the Papal States and Rome. A real mess; 
different laws, ideas, border control, roads. Abso-
lutely chaotic, bah!”

Ludovico wrinkled his nose in disgust. “I hate 
disorder. Anyway, eventually I arrived at Rome 
and took lodgings at an inn. I did my duty and 
presented myself at the nobleman’s house, and 
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quite quickly I possessed the book for my master. 
The next day I determined that I would visit the 
Forum. The Forum is the ruined centre of the an-
cient Roman world right in the heart of the mod-
ern city of Rome. It was my first time, and as a 
keen student of history and architecture, I want-
ed to see for myself the wonderful achievements 
of that great civilisation. I can remember my ex-
citement; I was up at five and out the door at six 
in the morning. I wandered happily for hours, 
investigating this ruin and that. Things changed 
when I turned down a small alley linking the an-
cient city to the medieval one. Halfway down this 
alley, I came to a door.”

“Let me guess,” said Erin. “A black door with 
a red knocker.”

Ludovico nodded. “Very perceptive, Erin. Yes, 
it was the shop, although the sign was in Latin, 
not Italian then.”

“So Bottega is Italian for shop?” asked Peter.
“Indeed,” confirmed the Thief.
Ludovico continued, “Well, I entered, but it 

didn’t look like this then,” he indicated all around 
him. “But unfortunately, the door shut behind 
me, and I was trapped! Like a mouse! You see, 
the shop was uninhabited; there was no one to 
let me out.”

“So how did you escape?” asked Erin.
“I didn’t.”
“I don’t understand,” said Peter.
“Nor did I. I panicked, screamed, banged on 
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the door...all to no avail. No one heard me, no one 
came.”

“You must have been frightened. What hap-
pened?” asked Erin.

“I was terrified, but I learnt,” Ludovico said 
cryptically. He stared away into the distance, 
deep in his thoughts. Boniface cleared his throat 
as a prompt to his friend.

He snapped back, “It took me years to work it 
out. Still, I haven’t worked everything out yet, but 
the shop and I were linked. It listened to me, and 
I learned to listen to it.”

“What did you eat?” asked Peter.
“No one goes hungry here,” said the Thief.
“Quite right, though it wasn’t food but drink 

that became the thing I most needed first. I was 
so desperate for water that I could barely stand. 
I fantasised about a beautiful tinkling fountain of 
fresh water, and to my astonishment, the shop 
made a fountain for me. After marvelling at this 
apparent miracle, I drank deeply of the sweet wa-
ter. It seemed to me then that the shop had decid-
ed to listen to me, and I began to learn. Eventu-
ally, I had learned enough to control the shop and 
get it to do things for me. But still, it wouldn’t let 
me open the front door. I don’t think I was ready; 
I was trapped inside for years. Learning, but as I 
discovered much later, not aging.”

“You talk as if it is alive,” said Erin worriedly.
“Not alive, exactly, like you and me, but some-

thing similar,” said Ludovico.
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“This all seems a little hard to believe,” re-
plied Erin.

“When your eyes and heart see a truth then it 
must be so, no matter how strange it appears to 
you,” said Boniface. Erin became quiet.

Ludovico continued. “One day, I was thinking 
of my master and wondering what had become 
of him when an extraordinary thing happened. 
The front door opened. I was astonished; the 
shop had somehow transported itself from Rome 
to Venice.

“I stepped out into the world for the first time 
in years. I was very emotional. When I turned 
round to view the black door, I noticed that the 
sign at the front was now in Italian. The shop had 
in its own way accepted me.

“I raced to my master’s lodgings. I remember 
the joy of the wind in my face and the smells of the 
great city. I was taken aback when I entered the 
workshop of the great Palladio. Much time had 
passed, and my master was older. I think I nearly 
killed him with surprise when I arrived bearing 
the book I had been sent for all those years ago, 
looking like I had the day I left. I had long since 
been given up for dead, you see. He was even 
more astonished when I took him around the 
shop and told him my tale.”

“I bet he was,” said Peter.
“My master and I discussed much about what 

had happened to me. He urged me to make the 
most of my encounter with the shop. To some-
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how make something useful of it. Neither of us 
could think what it could be, to begin with. It 
would take time and another event for that. I 
vowed to him that I would find a way to harness 
the mysterious power of the shop for the better-
ment of mankind. By the way, it was Palladio who 
introduced me to the painter who did the doors 
and ceilings, Paolo Veronese. Another name you 
will not have heard of.”

Peter interrupted, “Please, Mr. Ludovico, 
when are you going to tell me the answers to my 
question?”

“Perhaps a little acceleration wouldn’t be 
amiss. Young minds have less patience, Ludovico,” 
reasoned the Thief.

“I suppose so. Anyway, I returned home to my 
family for a time. Married, aged. I never had chil-
dren of my own, and when my dear wife Rosalina 
died, I retreated in here. And then it happened. I 
was busy in one of the antechambers of the shop 
when I felt a strange sensation. I felt my fingers 
tingle and butterflies in my stomach. I spoke out 
loud, ‘what is that?’ The shop instantly brought 
me back to Venice. It understood what I had felt 
and had taken me to it. I left and followed the sen-
sation until, in a Grand Palazzo in Venice, I met 
Boniface. He was the source of the sensation.” He 
smiled at his friend, which was returned warmly.

“Boniface is even older than I and in posses-
sion of many unusual and extraordinary powers. 
We spoke frankly to each other like gentlemen 
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should, and I showed him the shop. It was then 
that I felt the sensation again, and off we went. 
This time to Cairo in Egypt, where we encoun-
tered our first object.”

“Object?” asked Erin.
“You see, there are many things in this world 

that can’t be explained. I can sense them through 
the shop.”

“Like magic?”
“No, Erin, we don’t believe in magic,” said 

Ludovico.
“Huh, but what about all of this?” said Peter.
“Unexplained, nothing more. Magic is super-

stition. What I feel and we find are anomalies. 
Things that don’t fit into the order of things. 
These things are confusing and distract the ratio-
nal from the true paths of science and discovery,” 
said Ludovico.

Boniface took up the theme. “Ludovico had 
this idea that if we captured these things and 
kept them here, then the world would be more 
rational and science would flourish for the ben-
efit of all.”

“Perfectly put, old friend. We remove the 
alien and unexplainable to aid mankind. I believe 
we have done rather well so far.”

“I don’t understand,” said Peter.
“Boniface, the Thief, steals objects and crea-

tures, and I, Ludovico, collect them here in the 
shop.”

“Oh,” said Peter. “So this is not a shop at all, in 
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fact; you don’t send out, you just take in.”
“Exactly. We inherited the sign above the 

door. Perhaps it was originally set as some kind 
of disguise,” added Boniface.

“So what happened at Peter’s house?” Erin 
enquired.

“Ludovico sensed something at Peter’s house, 
and I went to retrieve it as usual, but....”

“But what?” demanded Peter.
“It wasn’t a thing. It was you, Peter.”
There was a lengthy silence. After a while, Pe-

ter asked, “Does this happen often, then?”
“No,” the Thief and Collector replied together.
“Nearly unique,” added Ludovico.
“So what does all this mean for Peter?” asked 

Erin. The pause was awkward. “You’re going to 
collect him, aren’t you?”

“At some point, yes,” the Thief said coolly.
Erin and Peter looked at each other. Peter was 

visibly shaking. “I don’t want to be collected!”
“It will be for everyone’s benefit,” said 

Ludovico.
“Not for mine,” said Peter, getting more and 

more upset.
“We aren’t barbarians, Peter. We don’t kidnap 

children. However, at some point you will have to 
come and live with us in the shop,” said Boniface, 
trying to sound reasonable.

Peter was crying now. “But I love my family! I 
don’t want to leave them.”

Ludovico frowned. “We will do what we can, 
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Peter. Though Boniface is correct, you will have 
to come here one day.”

“I could stop you,” said Peter defiantly.
“I doubt that,” replied the Thief.
“I think we want to go now,” said Erin.
“Of course,” agreed Ludovico.
They all stood up, and the outer door cracked 

open. The Thief and the Collector walked them to 
the exit. “Of course, you are free to go. Please be-
lieve me, we are not evil men. We have no desire 
to harm either of you,” said Ludovico.

“Just to collect,” said Erin. Neither answered. 
Peter and Erin stepped out of the door into the 
street. The heavy black door slammed shut be-
hind them. The red knocker shaped like a leop-
ard’s head stared out, hard and unblinking.
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Chapter 7: Home

Peter and Erin stood stunned. They didn’t 
know what to do.

“Wh...what?” stammered Peter.
Erin turned around and touched the closed 

door as if to prove that it was real.
“They can’t take me, can they?”
Erin turned to Peter. “I don’t know.”
“I’ll tell Mum and Dad. They’ll know what to do.”
“Will they believe you? I was with you, and 

I’m having a hard time believing it all.” This gave 
Peter pause; the memory of the previous night 
was still fresh.

“I’m not sure, but I have to try. Besides, the 
door is here. I’ll show them. It’s got to help.”

“I guess.”
“Look, Erin, I’m going home now. I’ll see you 

tomorrow.” Without waiting for a reply, Peter 
turned and ran.

It was then that Erin realised that she wasn’t 
entirely sure how to get home. It took a long time 
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and some wrong turns to make it to Aunt Polly’s 
house. On the way, Erin had an opportunity to get 
an impression of Cheddarington. Until that point, 
she had always been driven there by her mum or 
the last time by the lady from social services. It 
was a pleasantly leafy old market town. There 
was a multitude of trees on every street and the 
houses were by and large well kept—even the 
poorer ones. It wasn’t busy; only a few people 
came and went on the streets. She had been told 
that there was a river somewhere, but had nev-
er seen it. It wasn’t long before she was getting 
frustrated by the lack of progress getting home. 
She was relieved when she finally recognised the 
road where the house was. At her aunt’s door, 
she fumbled in her pockets for the key and was 
soon over the threshold, closing the door behind 
her. She had been thinking a lot on her journey 
home. About Peter, the Thief, and the Collector. It 
dawned on her that her Aunt Polly may be able to 
help. She was after all a witch; perhaps she could 
brew a potion or do a spell that would stop Peter 
from being collected. She was determined to put 
her aunt on the spot and demand her help.

As Erin stepped through the front door, she 
shouted, “Aunt Polly!” She shut the front door 
and walked into the hallway. “Aunty?” Still no an-
swer. She can’t still be out? she thought.

Then, ever so faintly, Erin heard a noise from 
upstairs. She followed it up the stairs to Aunt 
Polly’s bedroom. She pushed the door open and 
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asked quietly, “Are you alright, Aunty?”
Aunt Polly was sat on the floor of her bedroom 

crying, her blue jean-clad legs tucked under her 
chin. There were tissues everywhere. She must 
have been crying loads, reasoned Erin. Aunt Polly 
tried to collect herself. She rubbed the tears from 
her eyes and put her legs down flat.

“Not really dear, but I’ll get there,” she sniffled 
and took a breath, “I’m so sorry not to pick you 
up on your first day. I haven’t made a very good 
start to looking after you.”

Erin lied, “That’s okay, and I made it home al-
right anyway.”

“No, it’s not alright, darling. I promise to be 
better. It’s just today....”

“Just today what, Aunty? Why are you so up-
set? What happened?”

Polly took a deep breath. “I signed off the final 
divorce papers. I had to go do it at the solicitors 
in town.”

“Oh, I thought you hadn’t been with Uncle 
Vernon for a while?”

“I haven’t, but these things take some time.”
Erin thought for a minute. “I wonder how it 

finished with Dad?”
Polly stared at Erin. “I don’t know exactly; 

your mum never told me any details.”
“Nor me.”
Polly got up off the floor, walked over, and 

embraced Erin. She squeezed her tight in a warm 
hug. “It’s you and me for a while. No more prob-
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lems, just two girls together. We are gonna have 
some good times and have a laugh, hey?” She 
kissed Erin’s hair. Erin felt good.

“How was your day at school?”
“Weird.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ll tell you later, Aunty,” said Erin, not want-

ing to lose the cuddle. She felt more in need of 
it than she would have ever admitted to anyone, 
even her aunt. Right at that moment, she loved 
her aunt so much she couldn’t bear to break the 
spell of togetherness. She decided that she would 
keep quiet for a while about her strange journey 
home. Her aunt looked at her searchingly and 
then cuddled her again.

“OK, dear, in your own time. Did you make 
any friends today?”

“Yes, Aunty. I met a nice boy called Peter.”
“Is he good-looking?”
“Aunty!”
Polly chuckled. The sound was good and 

wholesome, and Erin couldn’t help laughing too. 
“Tell you what, I don’t want to cook tonight. How 
about we get into our pyjamas, order a pizza, and 
watch a fun movie?”

“Oh, go on, that sounds great!”
Polly let go of Erin and got up off the floor. “I’ll 

go and get the menu and give them a call. Come 
on, let’s see what toppings we want.”

“Anything but anchovies.”
“I hate those, too.” They chatted amiably 
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about pizza and what movie to watch as they 
went downstairs to the front room. As Aunt Polly 
dialled the delivery place Erin thought, Peter can 
wait for a bit.

* * *

Cheddarington High Street was never dark. 
The streetlights were modern and strong. They 
picked up everything that moved. Everything, 
that is, except for the Shop.

The small blue car pulled into the curb and 
parked. 

“I don’t understand it, Dad! It was here!” 
shouted Peter in the passenger seat. Dad looked 
at Peter, full of concern and pity. “I’m not mad, 
Dad. It was here. They were all here.”

“Calm down, Peter. I’m sure there’s an expla-
nation.” Peter banged his head with his hands in 
frustration. His dad reached over and held his 
hands gently. “There’s no need for that, son.” His 
dad’s tone of voice was steady, gentle, and reas-
suring.

“I don’t know what to do, Dad!”
“Whatever it is, son, we’ll get through it. Your 

family loves you. We’ll help.”
“But how? You think I’m making stuff up.”
“I didn’t say that, Peter.”
“You don’t have to; it’s in your eyes.” His dad 

turned away and looked at the wall where the 
door had been and was no longer.
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“We’ll get through it,” he repeated. He turned 
to look back at Peter and ruffled his hair. “Come 
on son, let’s go home.” He turned the ignition, in-
dicated, and pulled out into the road and off for 
home. As the car disappeared into the night, a 
strange figure in black stepped out from a side 
street. He stared after the disappearing car. 

The Thief shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry, Peter.”
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Chapter 8: The Witch

Assembly the next day was torture. Erin was 
desperate to know what had happened to Peter 
at home. Unfortunately, she couldn’t get close 
enough to ask him. She was at one end of the row 
and Peter on the other. She could see he looked 
miserable; it didn’t bode well.

Even in class, she couldn’t get to talk to him, as 
Mrs. Spears had decided to sit her next to Sarah 
and Emma. Both girls were annoyingly babyish 
and fascinated by dolls and everything pink. Erin 
struggled through the morning listening to their 
chatter and feeling out of place. It wasn’t that she 
disliked the girls, just that she found that their 
lives were so different to hers that it was difficult 
to talk to them.

At the break, she got her chance to speak to 
Peter. Whispering, she said, “What happened, 
Peter, did they believe you?” He shook his head 
sullenly. 

“Don’t give up yet, I have a plan.” Before he 
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could answer, Peter’s friend Dan came over to 
chat football. Peter wasn’t in a chatty mood, and 
neither was Erin, so Dan quickly disappeared 
over to a more talkative friend.

“What’s your idea, Erin?” Peter asked hope-
lessly.

“Don’t tell anyone, but my aunt is a witch. 
Maybe she can help you?”

“Come on. You’re pulling my leg.”
“No, seriously, I saw her doing a spell Sunday 

night.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really. Maybe she can do magic or some-

thing to sort stuff out.”
Peter brightened. “It’s worth a shot.”
“Can you come to my house after school?”
Peter thought for a moment. “Not tonight, but 

maybe tomorrow.”
“Okay, well, I’ll talk to her tonight, and you 

can come over tomorrow.”
“Okay.” The bell rang and the children rushed 

back to their class.
Erin wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but 

Peter looked a bit brighter for the rest of the day. 
It wasn’t exactly that he was happy, but a little 
more hopeful. To everyone else, Peter was in a 
foul mood, miserable and quiet. Even Mrs. Spears 
asked him how he was during maths. When the 
day ended, they sought each other out for the 
walk home.

Peter talked about his evening. How he had 
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explained to his concerned and confused mum 
and dad. His big brother Spike hadn’t appeared 
so concerned when he had called him a nutter 
though. His mother hadn’t liked that and told him 
off for his lack of sympathy. She sent Peter and 
Dad to see the door. It wasn’t there when they 
had arrived, and suddenly nobody discussed it 
anymore at home.

“Maybe you shouldn’t either, Peter, until we 
have some solid evidence.”

“I’d already thought of that, Erin. I think if I 
keep on about it they’ll think I’m mad and send 
me to a doctor.”

They walked in silence as they reached High 
Street. Without realising it, they sped up to where 
the door was supposed to be. They halted. It was 
there, black and faded with the deep red knocker 
in the shape of a leopard’s head. However, some-
thing was different: a package nestled at an angle 
against the door.

“Shall we?” asked Erin. Peter shrugged. “Come 
on, Peter.” Erin stepped up to the door, and Peter 
followed. Bending down, she read aloud from a 
note taped to the package, “For our two young 
guests from yesterday. L.”

“Must mean us,” said Peter.
“Let’s open it.”
“I don’t know, Erin. What if it’s a trap?”
“I doubt it, Peter. You’ve seen them. I don’t 

think they need to trap; they can just take.”
“Thanks for reminding me.” 
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Erin put her hand on his shoulder. “We’ll sort 
it out. Don’t worry.” Peter gestured towards the 
package. Erin nodded and opened it. They were 
both surprised to find that it contained two iden-
tical books.

“Venice in the Italian Renaissance,” read Peter 
from the cover. Erin chuckled as she turned one 
of the books over in her hand.

“Looks like Ludovico wants us to do some ex-
tra homework.” She put the book in her bag and 
jumped back, startled. The Thief had appeared 
out of nowhere right in front of them.

Peter started. “How did you...?”
“How are you two?” he cut in conversationally.
“Could be better,” muttered Peter.
“I understand. It isn’t nice not being believed. 

Trust me; I know,” he sighed.
“What is it you want, Boniface?” asked Erin, 

trying to be grown up and business-like. It didn’t 
quite work, because all it did was make the Thief 
smile more broadly.

“The door appears and disappears at 
Ludovico’s will. Please stop trying to show it to 
people. It will not be there.”

“Why are you telling us this?” demanded Peter.
“People will think you are going insane if you 

keep bringing them to a wall and telling them all 
about us. It can’t be good for you.”

“As if you care,” said Erin, feeling angry. He 
didn’t reply, just turned and pushed the black 
door open. It slammed shut behind him. Again, 
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the noise was unrealistically loud.
“I don’t get them,” said Peter.
“Getting them isn’t important. Stopping them 

is. Come on— let’s get out of here. It gives me the 
creeps.” They moved off down the road. People 
bustled about on their day-to-day business; it 
was as if no one else had seen what they had been 
doing. Erin and Peter stopped at a news agent, 
went in, and bought themselves each a chocolate 
bar with the pocket money Erin’s aunt had given 
her last night.

The chocolate cheered them up a little as they 
walked. It wasn’t long before they had come to 
the corner of Erin’s road. They stood under an 
old beech tree. Its leaves rustled gently in the 
afternoon breeze. The fallen golden and brown 
leaves decorated the ground all around them. Au-
tumn was coming. They spoke briefly, then Peter 
went his way and Erin hers.

*****

Erin’s aunt was in a much better mood than 
the previous night. She greeted her niece with a 
radiant smile. She’d been cooking, and couldn’t 
wait for Erin to come home. In the kitchen, over 
a lovely home-cooked meal, Erin and Aunt Pol-
ly nattered about small things. School, cooking, 
plans for the weekend to go shopping. All was 
comfortable, all was well.

“Aunty?”
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“Yes, Erin?”
“You know the first night I stayed here on 

Sunday?”
“Yes, dear.”
“I got up in the middle of the night and saw 

you in the kitchen.”
Polly looked at Erin more closely now. “Go 

on.”
“You were doing magic.”
“Pardon?”
“Magic. You did a spell from that book in the 

drawer to make the tomato plant grow. When it 
didn’t work, you went off to brew a potion.”

“You must understand Erin that....”
“Oh don’t worry, Aunty; your secret is safe 

with me. In fact, I’m rather pleased that you are 
a witch.”

“A wi....”
“Yes,” said Erin excitedly, not letting her aunt 

finish her sentences. “Really, I am. Especially 
since my new friend Peter is in a lot of trouble 
with two wizardy-type people. Though Ludovico 
says there’s no such thing as magic. You’d not be-
lieve it if you saw the shop. As for the Thief, well... 
he is really, well, I guess unique. Anyway, you’ll 
know what I mean when you see him....”

It was Aunt Polly’s turn to cut Erin off. “I don’t 
understand any of this. Firstly, I’m not a witch. 
Well, I guess it looks that way. I studied magic as 
part of my Anthropology studies at university.”

“But you did magic. I saw you.”
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“Well, yes, sort of attempted really. I guess I 
tried. Just experimenting.” Aunt Polly was blush-
ing now. 

“So you are a witch,” Erin said. Polly just 
shrugged, knowing how it all looked.

“Never mind that for the minute. What were 
the other things you said about your friend Peter 
being in trouble?” Erin leaned back in her chair 
and explained everything to her: Peter, the Shop, 
Ludovico, Boniface, and Peter’s fate.

After a while, her aunt said, “Can I see the 
book you picked up from the door of this shop?” 
Erin handed over the book from her school bag, 
which was leaning against a leg of the kitchen ta-
ble. Polly looked at it and the address note from 
Ludovico from the front of the package carefully.

“This isn’t a child’s book.”
“Of course not. Ludovico isn’t really used to 

children.”
“Perhaps we need to visit where you got this 

from then.”
“No point; the door won’t be there.”
“Still.” Erin shrugged her shoulders. “We’d 

better get going. It will be dark soon.” Polly got 
up, leaving the book on the kitchen table. “Leave 
the dishes. We’ll tidy up later.”

Sure enough, on High Street, the shop wasn’t 
visible. It was now dusky and cool in the early 
autumn evening. There was that gentle smell of a 
bonfire in the air; someone had lit one nearby in 
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their garden to burn off fallen leaves.
“Told you so,” said Erin. Polly looked at the 

wall carefully. She walked up and put her hand 
on it. The stone was cold. Erin followed her up 
the four steps to where the door should be. As 
Erin approached, something strange happened. 
The wall rippled for a fraction of a second. If 
Aunt Polly hadn’t had her hand on the wall, she 
wouldn’t have noticed. She pulled her hand away 
in astonishment. Turning to Erin, she said, “Did 
you see that?”

“I think so, but it was too quick to see.”
“I felt something like a rippling sensation un-

der my hand.”
“Aunty.”
“Yes?”
“Look up.” Above them, the sign was now 

there. Old and battered, it swung slightly on its 
hinges, creaking. It still read ‘Bottega’.

“That wasn’t there before,” said a surprised 
Polly.

“That’s strange. I don’t know why it showed 
itself?” puzzled Erin.

“I’m not saying I believe you exactly, Erin, 
but this is strange.” They stayed for a while in si-
lence, staring at the wall in case something else 
happened. It was getting dark and nothing else 
looked like it was going to happen, so Polly spoke 
up. “Let’s get a drink and go home.”

“Okay, Aunty.”
“Over the road is a café that stays open late. 
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Shall we nip over?” Aunt Polly held Erin’s hand 
as they turned from the wall and the shop sign 
and crossed the road. Traffic at this time of the 
evening was much quieter on High Street, so it 
was easy to cross. They entered Luigi’s Café and 
were greeted by the waitress, a dumpy woman 
with a nice smile.

“Hello, Rita,” said Aunt Polly to the waitress. 
They had a little chat. They knew each other, as 
Aunt Polly was a regular customer, coming often 
to read or write and drink coffee. While this con-
versation was going on, Erin surveyed the café.

It was pleasant, with a bright Mediterranean 
feel with photographs of Florence and Venice on 
the walls. A few diners were in and there was a 
hubbub of conversation. In the far corner on a ta-
ble for four sat two people Erin knew. At first, she 
couldn’t believe it, but there was no doubt who 
they were. Over finished dinner plates, sipping 
espressos, sat Boniface and Ludovico. The Col-
lector and the Thief were dining out. Erin started 
frantically, tugging on her aunty’s sleeve.

“Oh, what is it, Erin?”
“There, there!”
“It’s rude to point, Erin,” Polly scolded.
“It’s them! The Thief and the Collector!” Aunt 

Polly stopped now and followed the line of Erin’s 
finger to the table where the two men sat. Erin 
pulled Aunt Polly towards the table.

“Now, Erin, are you sure?” Erin didn’t answer. 
She just kept tugging until they stopped in front 
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of the table. Boniface and Ludovico looked up. If 
they were surprised, they didn’t show it. Aunt 
Polly cleared her throat nervously. “Um, my niece 
says she knows you.”

Boniface smiled his most dashing smile and 
rose from his seat, followed by Ludovico. “Is this 
your aunt, Erin? Enchanted.” Boniface held out 
his hand to Aunt Polly. When she rather con-
fusedly put her hand in his he raised it to his lips 
and placed a gentle kiss there. Aunt Polly blushed 
a deep scarlet.

“Please, ladies, join us,” added Ludovico, 
pointing to the seats opposite. Aunt Polly and 
Erin took the seats in front of the two men, Polly 
in front of Boniface and Erin in front of Ludovico. 
The two men politely sat down last.

“Are you hungry? Can we get something for 
you?” enquired Ludovico.

“We’ve eaten,” said Erin, more than a little 
peeved by Aunt Polly’s blush.

“Coffee, perhaps? And an ice cream for Erin?” 
suggested Ludovico.

“Oh, okay,” said Aunt Polly, trying not to stare 
at Boniface. Boniface put his hand up. Rita rushed 
over to the table. She self-consciously brushed 
her hair back. What is it with these women around 
Boniface, thought Erin.

“Coffee and an ice cream, please.”
“What kind?” asked Rita with her best smile.
“A latte, please,” said Polly.
“Strawberry, please,” said Erin. Boniface nod-
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ded and Rita disappeared to the kitchen.
“The shop isn’t working properly,” said Erin. 

Ludovico raised his eyes by way of reply. “I’m not 
kidding! We went to the wall and it rippled and 
the sign appeared.” 

Boniface turned to look at Erin. “When did 
this happen?”

“I walked towards it, and my aunt felt the rip-
ple because she had her hand on the wall.”

“Is this true?” asked Boniface.
“Yes, I guess so,” replied Polly, trying to follow 

this strange encounter.
“So it was Erin getting closer that made the 

difference. Nothing happened when your aunt 
was already there?” questioned Ludovico.

“That’s what I said,” Erin confirmed, still a 
little peeved.

“Fascinating,” said Boniface. Aunt Polly was 
still having a hard time not being fascinated by 
Boniface.

She shook her head as if to wake up and said, 
“Erin has said some strange things about you 
two. Probably just stories.” The coffee and ice 
cream arrived. Erin was really annoyed by her 
aunt’s comment. Even so, it didn’t put her off her 
ice cream.

Ludovico gave Polly a long stare. “We have 
known Erin only a short while, but it certainly 
occurs to me that Erin isn’t the sort of girl who 
invents stories.”

“Quite,” added Boniface.
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“Thank you,” whispered Erin between mouth-
fuls of ice cream.

“But she says you’re hundreds of years old 
and can do magic.”

“We explained that there is no such thing as 
magic to Erin,” said Ludovico.

“Looks like it to me,” replied Erin.
“Your coffee, signora, will get cold,” said Boni-

face helpfully. Without thinking, Polly took a sip.
“So she was telling the truth?”
“But of course,” said Ludovico.
“I don’t believe it,” said Polly, very defiantly 

folding her arms. Boniface shrugged.
“What about Peter?” Erin chipped, in realis-

ing it wasn’t going the way she wanted it to.
“Oh yes, her friend Peter. So you are going to 

collect him or something?” ventured Polly, a little 
embarrassed by the question.

“Perhaps...” but Boniface was cut off by Erin.
“...Not! My Aunt Polly is a witch and she’ll stop 

you both.”
There was an awkward silence eventually 

filled by Polly, “Well not a witch, exactly. I’m an 
Anthropologist and Erin saw me,” she was truly 
embarrassed now, “playing with some old books 
on magic.”

“Anthropologist. Well, well, a mind to go with 
the beauty,” said Boniface. Erin could see Aunt 
Polly’s blush returning. This is getting ridiculous, 
she thought.

Ludovico broke the spell. “One shouldn’t dab-
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ble in such things. It can have unpleasant con-
sequences for the unwary. Stick to the sciences. 
Boniface is correct: they grace you. Magic, on 
the other hand, is a child’s fantasy, and fantasy 
is a short distance from nightmare.” Ludovico 
rose from his chair. He threw a wad of cash on 
the table. It was loads more than was needed. He 
smiled. “Rita is a good girl; she deserves a good 
tip.” Boniface rose too.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said, bowing slight-
ly. They left the restaurant, nodding to the patron 
and Rita as they left.

Erin tugged her bemused aunt’s arm. “Come 
on, let’s follow them.” They left the restaurant in 
a hurry. It was night on High Street. The orange 
streetlights illuminated the street clearly, but 
there was no sign of the Thief or the Collector 
anywhere. They had vanished. On the opposite 
side of the road, even the sign was gone and only 
a plain wall was left where it had been before.

Silently, they walked home. Aunt Polly held 
Erin’s hand. Polly’s brow was knotted in thought 
as they strolled. Erin kept quiet; she was aware 
that there was a lot to take in. Even at home, 
the silence prevailed until Erin couldn’t stand it 
anymore. She went to talk to her aunt but was 
stopped before she could utter a word. Polly said, 
“I need to think about all this, Erin. Let me sleep 
on it and we’ll chat in the morning.”

“Okay, Aunty.” Polly washed the dishes they 
had left and Erin dried. Afterwards, they cleaned 
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their teeth and went to bed.
Polly struggled to sleep. The strange encoun-

ter with the Thief and the Collector bounced 
around her head. In particular, there was some-
thing uncomfortable about Boniface. His good 
looks and strange hypnotic presence had gotten 
under her skin. Clearly something strange was 
going on. Aunt Polly was also more than a little 
thrilled by the idea of magic, real magic. It was 
as if stories were coming off the pages of a book. 
Eventually though, she nodded off to strange and 
vivid dreams.

Erin knew she couldn’t sleep, so didn’t both-
er trying. Instead, she waited until Aunt Polly 
had turned her light off and put her own light 
back on. She got the book Ludovico had left her, 
which she had put on the floor beside her bed, 
and started to read. She had been reading for a 
while, well, trying to read; it was a complicated 
book, and eventually she gave up and just flicked 
through the pictures. She stopped, astonished, 
at one picture, got up, and put her slippers on 
and went down the hall to see Aunt Polly. It was 
midnight when Erin entered her aunt’s darkened 
bedroom.

“Aunt Polly?” she whispered.
“Huh, wha...wha...what is it?” Aunt Polly said 

very sleepily.
“There’s something I need to show you.”
“Can’t it wait to morning?” yawned her aunt.
“No.”
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Polly sighed, “Okay, Erin, what is it?” She 
leaned over in her bed and turned on the bedside 
lamp. She blinked in the light. Erin sat on the bed 
next to her aunt. She was holding the book that 
Ludovico had left her.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d have a look 
at Ludovico’s book on the art of olden days Ven-
ice. See what I found.”

Erin opened the book to a page and pointed 
at an illustration. It was a colour reproduction of 
an oil painting. The caption read: ‘Unknown art-
ist 16th century. Portrait of an unknown Venetian 
nobleman.’ The likeness was so uncanny that 
it could be no one else. The portrait was of the 
Thief, Boniface.
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Chapter 9: The Coven

For Peter, breakfast had been annoying. Spike 
had been a real pain all the way through. He’d 
never stopped teasing him about the Shop, the 
Thief and the Collector. Peter wished he’d shut 
up and leave him alone. He’d managed to get 
through his cornflakes without snapping at his 
older brother. He’d even managed to stay calm 
when Spike teased him when putting his shoes 
on. He didn’t manage it as he got to the door, 
though.

“Seeing your girlfriend today, squirt?”
“Shut up, Spike. Just shut your big dumb 

mouth!” Spike slapped him on the back of the 
head. Peter turned and kicked Spike in the shins.

“Ow, you little sh....”
“Spike!” yelled Mum. They both turned to 

their mother. “Alright, enough. Get your bike and 
go to school, Spike.”

“Come on, mum. The midget kicked me.”
“And you haven’t been winding him up all 
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morning? I’ve heard you! Now you two need to 
be supportive of each other, not at each other’s 
throats.”

Spike skulked out of the front door, mutter-
ing under his breath. Mum tidied Peter’s hair and 
straightened his tie. Peter glowered. “I know he’s a 
little rough these days, Peter, but he does love you.”

“He used to,” said Peter, remembering how 
close they had been a few years ago.

“Being a teenager isn’t easy, Peter. He’ll grow 
out of it and be like he used to be with you.”

“I hope so.”
“Come on, off you go or you’ll be late for 

school.” Peter bustled out the door into the early 
morning sunshine. Peter loved September morn-
ings like this; crisp, but with a hint that summer 
warmth wasn’t over yet. He took a deep breath 
and slung his school bag over his shoulder. Five 
minutes’ walk later, he recognised the girl who 
stood waiting for him at the end of his road. It 
was Erin. As he neared her, he saw her face lit up 
in a big smile.

“Morning, Peter.”
“Morning.”
There was a whoosh and the sound of a wolf 

whistle followed by disappearing laughter as 
Spike sped by on his racing bike off to school.

“Who was that?” asked Erin.
“My brother, Spike. Ignore him; he’s a pain.”
“Spike. Your mum and dad called your broth-

er Spike?”
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“They named him Francis. He hates it, so he 
makes us call him Spike.” Peter shook his head in 
disgust. Erin just shrugged.

“Let’s walk to school. I have news.”
Erin’s news was worth listening to. She ex-

plained what had happened the previous eve-
ning. Peter was fascinated by the idea of Boniface 
and Ludovico dining out. It was also good news 
that they had a grown-up to help: Erin’s Aunt 
Polly. According to Erin, she was a witch but not 
a witch, which was confusing. Erin had been talk-
ing for a while when Peter finally interrupted her. 
They were nearly at the school gates when he 
said, “So after school I’m coming to your aunt’s 
house?”

“No, change of plan. Aunt Polly is bringing 
help on Saturday. She’d like you to come if you 
can. Something about a coven.”

“A coven? A group of witches?”
“Yep.”
“Okay, I...I guess.”
“Great! Bring some homework; it will give us 

cover. Say about two.”
“Two it is. A coven. How many in this coven?”
“Three seemingly. My aunt reckons they are 

the closest thing to the real deal she ever came 
across. She said they were quite excited.” Erin 
shrugged. Peter stood trying to work out what 
he thought about it. Erin checked her watch, “Oh 
lord! Come on, we’re going to be late. That’s the 
bell!” 
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They dashed off to school together, their 
rucksacks pounding against their backs. In the 
schoolyard, Mrs. Pearce, the playground supervi-
sor, was ringing the brass bell with gusto. Chil-
dren all over stopped playing and dashed into 
the school while their adults retreated to cars or 
homes.

This was how Wednesday, Thursday, and Fri-
day started. Saturday came round and Peter got 
up late, made his own breakfast, watched TV un-
til lunch, then packed his bag and left home for 
the afternoon. It wasn’t long before he was at 
Westgrove Road, knocking on Erin’s door, ready 
to meet witches.

Peter had expected a scary lady in a pointed 
hat to open the door. Instead, it was Erin in blue 
jeans and a pink top.

“Wotcha,” she said with a smile.
“Hiya. Are they here?”
“Yep. Come in.”
Peter stepped a little nervously over the 

threshold. He clung tightly to his rucksack with 
his homework. He looked around the hallway as 
Erin shut the door. He could hear the murmur-
ings of female voices through the wall. The door 
to the living room was shut. Peter’s curiosity was 
intense.

“Come on. Aunt Polly said that it will take 
time for them to discuss things, and we should 
go upstairs to my room and do our homework.”

Peter followed Erin up the stairs. He noticed 
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how big and airy the house was compared to the 
little semi-detached house his family lived in. Pe-
ter entered Erin’s spartan room, noticing how lit-
tle was in it. His room was cluttered with books 
and toys. Erin’s was also really, really tidy. On her 
bed, Erin had her homework open on the maths 
pages.

“I hate maths,” she said.
“I don’t mind it; better than English.”
“English I’m okay at, but maths,” she moaned 

again.
“Can I give you a hand?”
“If you don’t mind?”
“Sure thing.” Peter leant over her books and 

started pointing out where she needed to change 
her workings. She busily started to write while 
Peter watched on. She noticed him staring at her.

“Don’t you want to get on with your home-
work too?”

“Done it. Besides, I couldn’t concentrate now.”
“Brainbox, huh?” 
Peter just shrugged. “Don’t blame you, though, 

for not being able to concentrate. I couldn’t till I 
met them. I mean, can you believe it? A whole co-
ven of witches!”

“What are they like?” asked Peter eagerly.
“Normal but not normal. Creepy rather than 

Halloween scary.”
“Do they look like witches?”
“They don’t dress like them, but oddly, yes, 

they look like witches. Anyway, you’ll see soon.” 
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There was a sudden knock at the door and Pe-
ter jumped. It creaked open and Aunt Polly stood 
there.

“You must be Peter. Pleased to meet you.” She 
put out her hand and Peter shook it.

“Pleased to meet you too.”
“I’m Polly, Erin’s aunt. Shall we go down-

stairs? The others would like to meet you too.” 
Peter turned to Erin. She winked and nodded.

“Okay,” he said, not really sounding that sure 
of himself.

Downstairs, Aunt Polly stopped at the door 
to the living room. She held the door handle and 
whispered to Peter.

“Answer the questions they ask the best you 
can. Don’t worry; I’ll be there to help.” She opened 
the door. Inside, three pairs of eyes followed Pe-
ter into the room. The neat, clean, bright and 
flower-decorated room was a stark contrast to 
the three women seated in it. None stood up or 
went to shake Peter’s hand. Each tried to smile 
when Peter entered, and for one reason or an-
other didn’t quite manage it.

The first one was a terribly thin woman in 
her late forties. She couldn’t actually smile. The 
frown she always wore straightened to a line. 
This was the best she could do. There was some-
thing unpleasant about her, as if instead of blood 
in her veins, there was vinegar. To Peter, when 
he looked at her, he couldn’t help but think of a 
scrawny frozen chicken he had seen at a super-
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market once. This singular creature was called 
Fay.

The second witch was the direct opposite of 
Fay. A pretty woman in her thirties, there was 
something of the fortune teller about her. Her 
clothes were bright, as was the incredibly fake 
smile and her perfectly white teeth. To Peter she 
looked like a bad movie star; all good looks and 
nothing else. Her name was Lola.

The last and least in size was a dumpy wom-
an in her sixties. She had made an effort to look 
like everyone’s favourite grandmother but hadn’t 
quite pulled it off. Mainly because of her peculiar 
one-sided grin and her insane eyes. She worried 
Peter more than the other two. She went by the 
name of Mim.

They ushered Peter in and sat him down op-
posite them. They stared at him like vultures 
stare at a wounded zebra.

“Well, then,” said Mim.
“Yesss,” hissed Lola. Fay just stared, unblink-

ing. Aunt Polly stood behind Peter and put an en-
couraging hand on his shoulder.

“The ladies have a few questions for you, 
Peter. They may be able to help you, so don’t be 
worried and answer them the best you can,” said 
Aunt Polly.

Peter gulped nervously. “Okay,” he managed. 
Fay and Lola leaned forward in their chairs, but 
Mim didn’t move. Fay spoke, her voice thin and 
cold, “You can do magic?”
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“I don’t think so,” replied Peter.
“I’m not so sure, darling. These strange crea-

tures, the Thief and the Collector, think you can,” 
said Lola.

“Let’s examine him,” said Fay. Her eyes were 
bright and scary.

“Examine?” asked Peter nervously.
“Oh, I don’t think it would hurt?” whispered 

Lola. Fay grunted. Peter didn’t feel convinced. 
Mim raised her hand and the other two shrunk 
back into their chairs. “Tell us your story, boy. I 
mean, Peter, tell us your story from the start to 
the end. Leave nothing out. We’ve heard from 
Polly and Erin, so we have some idea now, but 
we need to have your story to make it complete.”

Peter’s palms were sweating, and his tummy 
was in knots; he swallowed hard and started to 
tell his story. Slowly to begin with plenty of ums 
and ahs, but once he got going he couldn’t stop. 
It was all so vivid for him, and he almost forgot 
the three scary women in front of him. Almost. 
Mim didn’t move at all during his tale, Lola kept 
adjusting her skirt, and Peter couldn’t remem-
ber seeing Fay blink. When he stopped with an 
impassioned, “and they are going to collect me!” 
there was a distinct cold silence. No sympathy 
from the witches, just a reassuring squeeze on 
his shoulder from Polly.

Mim eventually spoke, “Fascinating. I think 
we need to find out more about these two, Boni-
face and Ludovico.”
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“Absolutely, Mim,” agreed Lola.
“A stakeout,” added Fay.
“We have your camper van,” said Mim.
“Oh, yes,” said Lola.
“The girl can show us the area of the sight-

ings,” added Mim half to herself. Peter cleared his 
throat. They stopped their chatting and stared at 
him as if just noticing him again.

“Will you help me stop them from taking me?” 
he said boldly.

Lola gave a pathetic look. “Of course we will, 
Peter. That’s why we are here, darling. To save 
you from them.”

Fay pointed at Peter as if he was a piece of 
furniture and asked Mim, “What about him?”

She spoke, her mind somewhere else, “One 
thing at a time.” Fay nodded and sat back. She 
tried to smile at Peter. It made him shudder. Polly 
leaned over so Peter could see her. Her face was 
full of genuine concern for him.

“Don’t worry, it will work out. I promise.” 
Peter nodded, a little more comforted.
He was ushered out of the room so the witch-

es could talk to Polly in private. Erin was in the 
hall, bursting to find out what had happened. 
“Well?” Peter explained quietly so as to not let his 
voice carry into the room next door. His explana-
tion drifted off uncomfortably into silence.

Sensing something wrong, Erin asked, 
“What’s up?”

“Not sure, but I don’t get a good feeling off 
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those three. Whatever they are here for, it isn’t to 
help me. I’m not sure they are such a good idea.”

Erin nodded. “I agree.”
“Do you know what else, Erin?”
“What?”
“Weirdly, I didn’t get that kind of feeling from 

Boniface and Ludovico.”
“I know.”
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Chapter 10: Stakeout

The rain poured from dark grey clouds all day 
Sunday. The morning was grim, and the light out-
side so low and murky that people put their lights 
on inside during the day. Peter looked dreamily 
out of his bedroom window, wondering what was 
going on at Erin’s house. The rain blurred the im-
age of his garden through the window pane. He 
wasn’t looking at the garden though, but through 
it. His imagination was working hard.

What was actually going on was chaos. Witch-
es snored, awoke, breakfasted, argued, snapped 
at each other queuing for the bathroom and gen-
erally turned the orderly running of Aunt Pol-
ly’s house upside down. Finally, the three were 
dressed and ready to stakeout the Shop and its 
strange inhabitants. Erin stood at the door in her 
wellies and raincoat, ready to do her duty and 
show them Cheddarington High Street.

“Right then; shall we get going?” said Mim.
“It’s raining awfully, Mim! Shall we take my 
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van?” asked Lola. Fay raised her eyebrows as if 
the very suggestion indicated how soft Lola was.

“Good idea. We can at least be watchful in the 
dry,” replied Mim.

All four of them stepped out the front door 
into the pouring rain. Lola dashed to the parked 
lime green Volkswagen Camper Van and opened 
the sliding door. The other three rushed in. She 
slid the door closed behind them with a bang and 
jumped into the driver’s seat. She leaned back to 
see the other three trying to find somewhere to 
sit in the back of the van.

“Perhaps Erin should ride up front with me to 
give directions?” said Lola. Mim nodded by way 
of reply.

“Come on then, Erin,” said Lola, helping Erin 
clamber from the back into the passenger seat.

“So this High Street, where the door appears? 
Is it just around the corner of this road then?” 
asked Lola.

“Not quite. You need to turn left at the end of 
the road and then turn again at St. Mark’s Church 
and then you are on High Street.” Lola buckled 
up and Erin did the same in the passenger seat. 
She turned the ignition of the van and the engine 
spluttered to life; it was an old van. Flicking on 
the window wipers, she checked her mirrors, put 
on the little headlights, indicated, and pulled out 
slowly. It pulled away with two toy broomsticks 
hanging from the rear-view mirror, swaying gen-
tly. The witches were out for a ride.
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Lola turned the steering wheel left at the end 
of the road, and soon the spire and building of 
the Victorian Gothic church were visible. Just as 
they neared the turning at St. Mark’s church, Erin 
shouted, “Oh my god, stop!” Lola hit the brakes 
and three witches stared at each other.

“It’s him!” she shouted, pointing at the church.
“Who?” rasped Fay from the back.
“Boniface. The Thief!” They all turned to look 

at where Erin was pointing. By the open church 
doors, the vicar was thanking his departing con-
gregation for coming. Standing next to the priest, 
chatting away, was Boniface.

“That’s him?” asked Fay, unsure.
“Handsome, isn’t he?” replied Lola. Erin 

opened the door of the van to the sound of the 
rain and stepped out, slamming the door behind 
her.

“Impetuous girl. I don’t think she under-
stands what a stakeout is. She will give us away,” 
said Mim calmly.

Erin pulled up her hood and dashed across 
the road and up the church steps to Boniface. He 
turned to her, and without any surprise in his 
expression said, “Good morning, Erin. It’s good 
to see you. How are you?” Suddenly Erin didn’t 
know what to say. The simple and polite greet-
ing seemed oddly unexpected. She realised she 
hadn’t thought out what she was doing. The vicar 
looked strangely at her, wondering why she had 
gone quiet. It dawned on her that she looked odd. 
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“I’m fine, thank you Boniface, and how are you?”
“Good, though the weather could be better.”
“Yes, I suppose it could.” Hang on! She thought, 

Why am I chatting about the weather? “What are 
you doing here, Boniface?”

“I have been to church, Erin.”
“You go to church?” Erin couldn’t keep the 

amazement out of her voice.
“Every Sunday if I can make it.”
“Where’s Ludovico?” said Erin, looking 

around for him.
Boniface paused for a minute, as if he was 

about to discuss something delicate. “Ludovico is 
an atheist. He thinks religion is all superstition 
and a relic of an earlier time.”

“You don’t, though?”
“No, we have agreed to differ.”
“Oh,” said Erin.
Boniface laughed. “I mean it. We have come to 

the conclusion that we can’t persuade each other 
out of our opinions, so we leave each other be. 
Agreeing to differ is really important. It is a mark 
of civilised behaviour. Do you not agree?”

“Indeed,” answered the vicar, turning to go 
back to his church, “If you can excuse me, I have 
duties.”

“Of course, and thank you again. A wonderful 
sermon.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” he said, stepping back 
into the church.

Erin stood, open-mouthed. 
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“You really shouldn’t do that, Erin.” Boniface 
scolded. “Especially when it is raining so hard.” 
Erin closed her mouth.

“I don’t understand you.”
“I’m centuries old. Why do you expect to?” 

Erin couldn’t argue with that. “Would you like 
some company, Erin? I’m walking back to High 
Street.”

Erin remembered the van full of witches 
parked opposite the church and didn’t know 
what to do. This was getting complicated. “Um, 
um, okay,” she said.

Boniface pulled an umbrella from his long 
black raincoat. Putting it up, he asked, “Would 
you care to come and share it with me?” He held 
it over both their heads and they strolled down 
the steps and off to High Street. As they reached 
the gate of the church and the pavement, the en-
gine of the camper van suddenly started again; 
Lola had turned it off while Boniface chatted 
with Erin. The camper van pulled off down High 
Street, and as it did so Erin could see Fay’s ugly 
face pressed against the window, watching them. 
Boniface said nothing but continued with small 
talk. “How is Peter?”

“He’s okay but worried about you two kid-
napping him.”

Boniface stopped walking. He looked con-
cerned. He leaned down to Erin and spoke softly, 
“Kidnapping? Erin, Erin, we are not kidnappers.”

“But you said you’d collect him.”
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“No, you said we’d collect him. I said that he 
would need to come and stay with us.”

“Same thing.”
“Yes and no. I am confident that we could 

come to a civilised arrangement. One that didn’t 
involve such criminality.”

“I don’t understand.”
“A sensible position to be in, young Erin. 

Those who tell you that they really understand 
how things are, are often the most deluded of 
all.” They continued to walk in silence with the 
sound of rain and the odd passing car for compa-
ny. Erin’s feet were wet, but she ignored the hor-
rible squelchy sensation. She was wrestling with 
the things Boniface had said to her. Somehow, 
this little conversation with him had changed 
much in Erin’s mind. Things were clearly more 
complicated than she had previously thought. 
She looked up to see the van parked on the op-
posite street. As her conclusions about Boniface 
and Ludovico were now less certain, so were her 
opinions about the strange three women her 
aunt had asked to help them. She was too busy 
with her thoughts to notice the odd glance that 
Boniface gave in the direction of the van now 
parked opposite on High Street.

“Boniface?” asked Erin as they neared the 
door and the sign of the Shop in its usual place 
on High Street.

“Yes, Erin?”
“Can I ask you another question?”
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“I would expect nothing else.”
Erin ignored the strangeness of the reply. 

“Why do you always wear black?”
He smiled as if the question pleased him. “In 

the old days in Venice, the ruling families always 
dressed in black. It was a kind of uniform for 
those with the responsibility of ruling others. I 
never got out of the habit.”

“Oh, I thought it was the whole I’m a ninja-
thief type thing.”

“Ninja,” he said aloud to himself. She looked 
at him curiously. “Never liked them much, to be 
honest. My only dealings with them were unhap-
py. Unhappier for them, I wager, but still not an 
experience I would look forward to again.”

“Oh.”
“I don’t like assassins; it’s a terrible calling.”
“Assassins? I guess I didn’t see them like that.”
“TV,” Boniface said, shaking his head in mock 

disgust. “Give my regards to your aunt, and tell 
Peter not to be frightened; we mean him no 
harm. Quite the opposite.” He turned to step up 
to the door of the Shop, but before he opened the 
door, he glanced over at the camper van. It was 
only for a second, but Erin noticed it this time. 
He smiled reassuringly at her. “Oh, how rude of 
me.” He handed her the umbrella, and before 
she could say anything, he disappeared into the 
Shop. The door slammed shut behind him with 
its usual eerily loud noise.

Erin stood, staring at the door for a minute, 
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holding her umbrella. All that was left was the 
sound of rain falling on stone and tarmac. She 
had much to talk to Peter and her aunt about. 
She turned to look at the van. There is something 
not quite right about those three, she thought. She 
took a deep breath and crossed the road over to 
the van. Three pairs of cold eyes watched her all 
the way. She walked around the van to the side 
that wasn’t facing the shop. A side window of the 
van opened. Mim spoke, “Go home, girl. We don’t 
need you now.”

* * *

Peter awoke. It was dark and silent in his bed-
room. He looked over at the alarm clock by his 
bed. It said 3 a.m. The cloudy moonlight trickling 
into his room through the nets of his bedroom 
window was just enough to help him see his sur-
roundings. Something wasn’t right. He could feel 
some sort of disturbance. Something unnatural. 
Peter stepped out of bed into his slippers and 
walked over to the door. He put on his dressing 
gown and flicked the light switch. The room re-
mained dark. Power failure? The bright light of 
the alarm clock still told the time. Bulb blown? 
He opened the door and turned on the light in 
the hallway, and when the lights didn’t go on, he 
went to the toilet and tried with the same result. It 
was happening again. Time was frozen. Through 
the bathroom window, enough light entered the 
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room to get some clarity. His eyes could clearly 
see something very strange that confirmed that 
time had stopped. Between the tap and the sink, 
a solitary drop of water hung suspended in mid-
air. Frozen the split second that time had stopped. 
The Thief must be near, he thought. He felt more 
than a little nervous, and when he heard a loud 
knocking on the front door, he visibly jumped. 
What to do? They are here for me!

“Peter, Peter!” Boniface shouted from outside. 
Peter said nothing his mind trying to calm down 
so he could think of what to do next. “Don’t be 
frightened. I haven’t come to take you away. I’ve 
come to warn you about something!” Peter lis-
tened, his curiosity rising.

“About what?!” he shouted.
“I...I can’t hear you clearly! Can you speak 

up?!”
“About what?!” shouted Peter more loudly, 

moving out of the bathroom and down the stairs.
“Those three women who were with Erin, if 

you saw them!”
“Go on!” yelled Peter, walking to the front 

door.
“They can’t be trusted! Stay away from them 

if you can!” Peter opened the front door. Boniface 
stood there, looking serious in his usual black 
clothes. “Oh, thank you, much better.”

“What about the witches?”
“Is that what they call themselves?”
“It’s what they have been described to me as.”
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“Well, I found this letter on the old one to-
night.” He handed Peter a folded bit of lined pa-
per.

Peter realised then why Boniface had stopped 
time. “It’s too dark to read it.”

“Oh, I forgot. I have the ability to do so if I so 
choose. Can you hold Guido for me a second?”

“Guido?” asked Peter as the Thief handed him 
the alarm clock with the blue imp. The imp held 
the big hand of the clock in one hand and the 
short hand with the finger toes of its right foot. It 
looked up at Peter and started purring like a cat. 
Boniface started to rummage in his jacket pock-
ets, looking for something.

“He likes you. Doesn’t even do that with me. 
Not surprising considering your gift, I suppose. 
Now, where did I put it?” Boniface took out a 
small rounded multi-faceted crystal. He took Gui-
do back and gave the crystal to Peter. “Shake it.” 
Peter shook it and it illuminated brightly. “Now 
then, you should be able to read by it.” Peter un-
folded the paper and by the light of the little crys-
tal, and read….

My dear Mim,
This is what we have all waited for. Find 

the boy. He may be of great use if he has 
the power I think he does. Measures will 
be taken later to deal with him. He isn’t go-
ing anywhere. First, though, keep an eye on 
the ones called the Thief and the Collector. I 
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think I know something of them. If they are 
who I think they are, then they are extreme-
ly dangerous. Beware of them and approach 
only if you have to. Best to take your little 
coven with you.

Report everything back and do nothing 
for now. We need to proceed with caution 
until we understand more.

Good luck,
Your fellow traveller.

Peter read it three times while Boniface wait-
ed patiently. After a while, he looked up at him.

“They didn’t feel right,” he said simply and 
calmly.

“No, I don’t suppose they did. I would avoid 
them; they are the pawns of another. One with some 
knowledge. It makes me nervous for you, Peter.”

“They said that you and Ludovico were dan-
gerous.”

“More dangerous than you could imagine.”
“Oh.”
“Peter, we are not here to hurt you but protect 

you.” Even in the low light from the crystal, Boni-
face looked sincere.

“But you can’t just take me!”
“We wouldn’t.”
“Promise?”
Boniface took a deep breath as if knowing he 

was committing himself and Ludovico to some-
thing. “Promise,” he said clearly and definitely. 
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Peter went quiet for a moment. The night was 
cold and he shivered a little. “You’ll catch a cold. 
I’d better let you get back to bed.”

“Boniface?”
“Yes?”
“I felt something this time. I felt that you had 

stopped time. It’s hard to put into words, but it 
was like my body knew it had happened.”

“It grows in you, and will continue to do so 
until you are a man.”

 “And then?”
“Then your full power over time will be clear 

and you will be able to do amazing things.”
“And is your power over time?”
Boniface smiled. “No my power is over living 

things.” Peter stared at Boniface. He realised that 
he was being told a great secret.

“We are alike Peter, but different. I can under-
stand you and what you are about to go through 
like no other. I can help you come to terms with 
your power and show you how you can best di-
rect it as it grows in you.”

“I don’t want this power!” Peter blurted out 
suddenly. He was almost at the point of tears. 
Boniface put his hand on his shoulder gently.

“I know, but you have it. That is what you 
must deal with. You are not alone though, Peter. 
You have your family, Erin, and us if you will have 
us.” Boniface’s face was gentle and concerned. 
Peter took a deep breath.

“What will you do with the witches? Will you 
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hurt them?” asked Peter.
The Thief removed his hand from Peter’s 

shoulder. He looked amused. “No, not today. In 
fact, I might send them somewhere nice for a rest.”

* * *

The warm sun streamed through the wind-
screen of Lola’s camper van. Beads of sweat ran 
down Lola’s sleeping forehead. She sat slumber-
ing in the driver’s seat, her head lying to one side 
on the steering wheel. In the back of the van, Mim 
snored, and behind the eyelids of Fay, her eyes 
rolled as she dreamt of strange and scary things.

Lola coughed once, twice, and woke up, sit-
ting bolt upright in the driver’s seat. Her mouth 
fell open in astonishment and she rubbed her 
eyes in disbelief. She undid her buckle, opened 
the van door, and stumbled out. Her black leather 
boots sank into the deep white sand. She felt hot 
and overdressed under the strong sun blazing in 
a blue, cloudless sky. Waves crashed to her right 
at the end of a beautiful tropical beach. A slight 
breeze ruffled the palm fronds on the trees on 
the left of the beach. There appeared to be a thick 
forest of tropical vegetation leading inland. She 
turned to look at the van. Its wheels were sunk 
deep into the sand. There was no road in sight 
indicating how the van had gotten there. She 
rubbed her eyes again.

“Mim, Fay, they’ve sent us on holiday!”
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Chapter 11: Interlude

The three witches and their lime green Volks-
wagen Camper Van had disappeared. No one 
knew where. Polly had rung their mobile phones 
and had no response. She toyed with the idea of 
ringing the police but realised that she didn’t have 
a home address for them and for that matter; she 
wasn’t sure how to explain her suspicions with-
out sounding crazy. On Monday at school, Peter 
had told Erin some of what Boniface had told 
him. He kept a few bits back from Erin, though. 
He couldn’t say why, but some things spoken 
between them seemed to be somehow private. 
Their powers were their business, he thought. 
He didn’t show the letter to Erin for some reason 
as well. He told her the contents but never got 
round to showing her the actual document. It be-
came clear to Aunt Polly when Erin told her news 
from Peter that the Thief and the Collector had 
intervened and the witches were...? No one knew. 
Polly hoped they hadn’t been hurt and blamed 
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herself for getting them involved. Peter and Erin 
were relieved, as neither of them liked or trusted 
the three women. What was more, their extra 
conversations with Boniface that day had started 
to make them reconsider the Thief and the Col-
lector’s intentions towards Peter.

Quite soon, the normal routine of school and 
autumn took over. School became more demand-
ing as Mrs. Spears started pushing them onwards 
academically. The tests were looming at the end 
of the academic year, and Mrs. Spears wanted her 
students to perform as well as possible. Quite a 
few of the kids did extra tutoring, including Erin, 
as Aunt Polly had some money to spend on it. 
When Erin asked her where she got the money 
from, all Aunt Polly would say was, “alimony.” 
Erin wasn’t quite sure what it was exactly, but it 
seemed a raw subject for her aunt, so she didn’t 
push it.

Peter’s parents couldn’t afford the tutoring, 
so he did his best to read and do extra stuff that 
Spike brought home if he let him. Peter was a 
naturally gifted scholar, and it came easier to him 
than Erin. Erin, however, was always prepared 
to go that extra mile. Neither of them were lazy, 
but Erin was studious. She had seen what being 
poor was like and what her aunt had with a bet-
ter education than her mother and put two and 
two together. Peter liked learning, but also liked 
to daydream. It didn’t help that he suddenly was 
growing superpowers. His mind often raced with 
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the possibilities that might open to him.
Half term came. The leaves on the trees were 

golden brown and yellow. More and more filled 
the roads, pavements and gardens. The winds 
got up a bit more. At school in October, they had 
celebrated Diwali with candles and sweets. It 
rained often that month, but the weather stayed 
mild until Halloween. Then the temperature 
started its steady downwards drop. Peter had 
come round over the half term holidays a lot, and 
they’d had fun dressing up as vampires and mak-
ing jack o’ lanterns. No witches and still no door 
on High Street.

The shop had not been seen since the day 
of the disappearing witches. Back at school af-
ter half term, Peter and Dan had a falling out. It 
wasn’t over anything important, but they weren’t 
the same together afterwards. In reality, Dan 
had felt the growing friendship between Peter 
and Erin and his relegation to second place in 
the pecking order keenly. He couldn’t admit be-
ing jealous of a girl, but that was the truth of the 
matter. The girl in question was having problems 
of her own with some of the other girls in their 
class. A small group of girls had started picking 
on her until she’d had enough and bust one in 
the nose giving her a nosebleed. She’d been sent 
to the Headmistress’ office and Aunt Polly was 
called in. She had some detentions and made to 
apologise to the girl she’d hit. The next day, and 
forever after, the girls didn’t bother her again.
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November blew by in a cold bluster. It was 
freezing at the Guy Faulkes firework display at 
school. Everyone stood around in their thick 
coats, gloves, scarves, and woolly hats as the 
bright lights exploded over their heads in the 
school playing field. It was so cold that they emp-
tied the refreshment tent of hot chocolate long 
before the display had ended and the bonfire was 
lit. It stayed cold throughout November, threat-
ening snow, but it never actually came.

In early December, the lady social worker 
rang Aunt Polly and offered Erin the opportuni-
ty to go see her mum. It was the Saturday of the 
visit, and Erin and Polly arrived at her mum’s flat 
in the big neighbouring town of Bramwell with 
the lady from social services. The lady rang the 
doorbell. Erin was very excited, as she’d missed 
her mum terribly. There hadn’t been a day when 
she hadn’t thought of her, and on more than one 
night, she had cried herself to sleep wanting her 
there to cuddle her and just be there. The door 
opened slightly and a voice Erin would have rec-
ognised anywhere said, “Yes.”

“Mum, it’s me!” said Erin excitedly.
The door was flung open and Erin rushed 

into her mother’s arms. There were a lot of tears, 
and it took some gentle persuasion to go into the 
flat. All four sat in the front room of the flat. It 
was a spartan room with an old TV and a brown 
sofa, with another brown armchair. Erin always 
liked to sit on that armchair with her legs over 
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one side when she watched TV The wallpaper 
was a light yellow and a little grubby in places, 
particularly low down, where an infant Erin had 
scribbled in pen and her mum had tried to scrub 
it off. It was, however, clean and tidy with a fresh 
smell of some sort of lilac air freshener. Her mum 
had made an effort. Erin sat, cuddled up to her 
mum on the sofa, as the adults made small talk 
about the weather and TV Erin didn’t want to 
talk just yet; her mum’s arms were doing all the 
talking she wanted at the moment.

Erin thought her mum looked much better 
than the last time she’d seen her. Her jeans and 
top were clean, and her hair was neatly combed. 
Her face looked free of the acne and sores that 
were there before, and her eyes looked focused 
and alert, not dulled and far away, as they had 
been when she had left.

As if to echo the thought, the social worker 
said, “Your mum’s doing much better, Erin.”

Erin smiled and cuddled into her mum. “Can I 
come home, then?” She felt her mum stiffen. That 
feeling told Erin what she wanted to know. The 
answer was no.

“Well, Erin, not just yet, I think a little more 
time. Though you can see her more often,” said 
the social worker.

“When can I see her next?
“Well, it’s up to your mum.”
Aunt Polly interrupted, “You could come and 

stay for Christmas, Christine.”
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Erin’s mum looked at her sister. “That would 
be lovely.”

She quickly glanced at the social worker, who 
replied, “What a great idea. That will give every-
one something to look forward to.”

The rest of the conversation was about school 
and little things. Tea was made and biscuits 
found. The social worker left after tea, and Polly, 
Christine, and Erin made lunch and gossiped. 
Erin had time to visit her old room, which was 
laid out neatly how she had left it. She sat on her 
old bed, feeling low. She wished she could come 
back, though she also didn’t want to leave her 
new life with Aunt Polly. She felt conflicted. The 
regularity of life with Aunt Polly felt better than 
the chaos that had been living with her mum. 
But the hole in her life left by her mum’s absence 
burned. She felt guilty about the tug between life 
with her aunt and with her mum.

“Erin, lunch is ready!” shouted her mum from 
the kitchen.

Erin strolled into the little dining space near 
the front room. Everything seemed so small com-
pared to Aunt Polly’s big house in Cheddaring-
ton. The simple pasta dish was tasty, and as they 
sat down eating their food, Erin’s mum stopped 
and spoke.

“Erin?”
“Yes, mum?”
“Your Aunt Polly and I have been talking, and 

she has made a suggestion. It’s very generous of 
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her, and I’m not sure that we can put her out so 
much, though.”

“Nonsense, Christine. I’m on my own now 
since Vernon left, and besides, I’ve gotten used to 
having Erin around.”

Erin held her breath. This sounded like it was 
going somewhere she could hardly imagine.

“I still think it is a big imposition, Polly.”
Polly squeezed her hand affectionately. “Since 

mum and dad passed away there is only us. Who 
else do we have right now? No one.”

“Does this mean we can come and stay with 
Aunt Polly all the time?”

“When they let me, yes. Well, at least for the 
immediate future—until we get sorted.”

“Fantastic!” Erin literally jumped, ran, and 
hugged her mum and her aunt. There was a lot 
of laughter and smiles. When it had subsided and 
everyone returned to their seats to finish their 
food, Aunt Polly added, “You will remember the 
condition though, Christine.”

Erin’s mum looked hard at her sister and 
nodded. “I’ve lived too long without my little girl. 
I’m changing things.”

Polly just nodded by way of reply.

* * *

Back at school, Erin excitedly told Peter her 
news. Peter had never asked her about her mum, 
feeling it was somehow very private, and he felt 
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embarrassed to pry that closely into her private 
life. He was genuinely happy for Erin, and to Erin 
it showed. She was glad Peter was her friend. 
School itself was predictable, as was Mrs. Spears 
and her strict discipline code. Soon it was De-
cember and all the shops were full of Christmas 
things. Cheddarington High Street was decked 
out with Christmas lights hanging across the 
street from shop to shop, and a giant Christmas 
tree was erected in St. Marks Church atop High 
Street. The cold had settled in now, and the days 
were short and the trees empty of leaves. The odd 
frost had caught the town, but no snow had fall-
en. Winter was rolling towards its height, and the 
holidays started to loom in everyone’s thoughts.

The red door with the black knocker and an 
Italian sign still hadn’t reappeared. Neither had 
the three strange witches. The passing of time 
and other priorities had made Erin, Peter, and 
Polly start to forget the whole strange thing. Life 
was progressing and progressing well.
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Chapter 12: Back To School

Erin made it through the gates on time. The 
bell was ringing in the playground, and the kids 
hustled in their overcoats. Small plumes of steam 
rose out of hundreds of mouths, as they ran, chat-
tered and laughed their way through the doors 
into the solid red brick Victorian Primary School.

Erin rushed to her classroom on the second 
floor, up the winding staircase amidst a flood of 
noisy children. As she entered, Mrs. Norris, the 
class assistant teacher, greeted them all. Erin 
liked Mrs. Norris. She was young, blond, and 
pretty. She was always smiling and tried to make 
the class feel at home, unlike Mrs. Spears, who 
had everyone hopping about all the time. How-
ever, Erin had no illusions that Mrs. Norris could 
control them on her own. Everyone knew that 
she was a pushover. You could never say that 
about Mrs. Spears. 

Where is Mrs. Spears? thought Erin. Maybe we 
have a substitute. Oh, I hope we have a substitute. 
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It was the last day of term before the Christmas 
holidays, and the whole class was hopeful there 
would be games and not lessons today. However, 
Mrs. Spears was a learning rather than a games 
type teacher. A substitute may just be more fun. 
No such luck. Mrs. Spears walked into the class, 
and as if by magic, the children sat down at their 
desks, quietly getting ready. The desk next to 
Erin, where Peter usually sat, was empty. He’d 
been away yesterday, probably had that bug 
that had been doing the rounds. That vomiting 
thing Erin had had for 48 hours. Horrible. Then 
she noticed the other person standing quietly in 
the doorway. It was a boy about her height. She’d 
never seen him before. He wasn’t dressed in the 
usual Cheddarington Primary uniform. He wore 
polished black shoes, trousers and a jumper with 
a white shirt underneath. There was something 
familiar about him. Mrs. Spears motioned for the 
boy to stand by her desk. He was very handsome.

“I have two announcements before we start 
this morning. The first a serious matter and the 
second of interest for us for today.” She looked 
across the room to see that her class was listen-
ing to her. Douglas and Clara were chatting in a 
whisper until they saw her eyes fall on them, and 
they fell quiet, looking worried.

“Unfortunately, Peter Namuhuja has gone 
missing. He was last seen going home from 
school on Wednesday. I know this is a shock and 
a worry, but let me assure you that the police are 
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taking every measure to find him. If any of you 
remember seeing him after school, please let 
Mrs. Norris or I know. It is very important and 
any little piece of information may help the po-
lice find Peter. I know this is worrying, but I’m 
confident Peter will be found well and unharmed. 
We have asked all parents and guardians to pick 
up children from school today, the last day of 
term. Just to be safe. So no walking home on your 
own today, year 6.” She stopped, and there was a 
stunned silence, followed by murmuring as chil-
dren whispered excitedly to each other. Erin felt 
sick. Mrs. Spears let the chat go for a moment. 
Erin just stared, open-mouthed. Then it hit her. 
The boy...he looked...it couldn’t be! Mrs. Spears 
raised her hand and the room went quiet.

“We also have a guest today. As part of an ex-
change programme, we will have a pupil from 
Italy with us today. Could you please welcome 
Boniface to our class and make him feel wel-
come.”

“I am very pleased to meet you all,” he said 
in perfect English. His voice light and boyish. It 
was somehow an odd greeting from a boy of elev-
en. Erin’s brain was reeling. How? Mrs. Spears 
pointed to the empty desk next to Erin. Boniface 
smiled brilliantly and strolled over to his seat. He 
sat elegantly and fluidly down and turned to Erin.

She whispered to him, “It’s you, isn’t it?”
“Who else?”
“But, but....”
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“Later, not now. Play along,” he whispered, 
still smiling.

“Okay children, let’s get today started,” said 
Mrs. Spears as she clapped for their attention.

Lessons weren’t much like lessons. They 
were indeed quizzes and games with sweets for 
prizes, but Erin couldn’t enjoy it. She was wor-
ried about Peter and unsettled by the presence of 
an 11-year-old Boniface, the Thief. It was weird 
having him sitting there. The games were general 
knowledge questions. Boniface kept quiet most 
of the time, but on one question, he couldn’t help 
himself. The children were grouped in tables 
of five; Erin, Dan, Boniface and two other girls. 
Question 7 of the history quiz was: Which famous 
Italian explorer went to China? No one knew the 
answer, and after a painful silence Boniface said, 
“Marco Polo.”

Are you sure?” said the ginger freckle-faced 
Daphne, who had decided to write the answers 
down because she had the neatest handwriting. 
Erin didn’t like Daphne.

“Definitely,” he replied.
“It doesn’t sound right.”
“Trust me, I know.”
“Oh yeah? What makes you so sure?” said Dan 

with a sneer.
“Met him,” said Boniface matter-of-factly. Dan 

snorted and rolled his eyes.
“I’ll write it down anyway. Question 8: Which 

Emperor of China did the explorer meet?” asked 
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Daphne, reading from the quiz paper.
“Kublai Khan,” answered Boniface.
“I suppose you met him as well,” said Dan.
“Actually, yes,” answered Boniface before Erin 

dug him the ribs with her elbow. He turned to her 
and could see from her face that she wanted him 
to shut up.

Dan looked at him thoughtfully for a minute 
before saying, “You’re weird.”

Their group won the bag of sweets, which 
Daphne shared out equally because she said ev-
eryone knew she was best at sums. This didn’t 
change Erin’s view of her. Boniface was about 
to give his share of the sweets to Erin when he 
noticed her expression. She mouthed silently, 
“You’re supposed to be a kid.” Boniface nodded 
and put his sweets in his pocket.

Mrs. Spears pointed at their group. “I was 
very impressed by this table for getting the two 
Marco Polo questions right.”

“It was the Italian kid, Mrs. Spears,” said Dan.
“Really, Boniface? Well done. Can you tell us 

a little about Marco Polo, please? I’m sure you 
study him in school in Italy.”

“I believe they do, yes. What would you like to 
know?” said Boniface.

Mrs. Spears looked at him strangely as if to 
say where did that come from? “What would you 
like to tell us?”

Boniface raised his eyebrows and leaned back 
in his chair. “Well, it’s been a long time, but from 
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what I remember, Marco was of about average 
height and softly spoken. I vaguely remember his 
mother but not his father.....Ow!” Erin kicked him 
in the shins.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Boniface; I didn’t mean to kick 
you.”

“Quite alright,” he said, realising his mistake. 
“Well, he went to China from Venice in the thir-
teenth century and had lots of adventures. Is that 
correct, Mrs. Spears?”

For a while, Mrs. Spears didn’t know what to 
say. “Um, yes quite. You have a vivid imagination. 
Let’s do the geography one now.”

The new quiz was handed out. Boniface had 
learned this time and refrained from answering 
any questions. Erin could see that he struggled 
to stay quiet on the two they got wrong, as he 
rolled his eyes when Dan said that New York was 
the capital of the USA, and when Daphne thought 
Luxembourg was a lake. He’d learned.

At break, Erin was asked to stay behind. Boni-
face looked over his shoulder to her as he went 
out with the other children to the playground. 
Erin sat on her own. What have I done wrong? she 
wondered.

Mrs. Spears walked over to her slowly, her 
heels click-clacking on the polished schoolroom 
floor. She stopped stood over Erin. Erin uncon-
sciously winced as Mrs. Spears bent slowly down 
to her.

“Erin?”
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“Yes, Mrs. Spears?”
“Are you alright?”
“Yes, Mrs. Spears.”
“I know you and Peter were,” she coughed, 

“are good friends. It must be a shock.”
“Yes, Mrs. Spears,” said Erin, stone-faced. This 

is weird.
“If you need to talk, you know where I am, 

okay?”
Really weird! “Yes, Mrs. Spears, um, thank 

you.”
“You’re welcome; now go and play.” Mrs. 

Spears flashed her best smile and Erin gratefully 
hurried to the playground. Erin squeezed past a 
group of kids huddled around the doorway chat-
ting and trying to look cool. She zoomed into the 
playground, looking for Boniface. She didn’t need 
to look; he glided silently up next to her, making 
her jump.

He whispered, “Let’s go over to that corner 
for a chat.” She didn’t say a word but moved 
with him to a corner of the building with only 
a few kids playing. Hundreds of kids rushed ev-
erywhere, making noises, darting, laughing and 
playing. Getting as much in as they could before 
they had to sit still, listen and work. “Here will 
do,” said Boniface.

“What’s going on?” asked Erin. Boniface 
reached into his pocket and took out a large old 
coin.

“This is a Roman Denarii. A special Roman 
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Denarii. When you hold it in your hand, you will 
understand and speak the language I will speak 
in.” He handed the coin to Erin. She held the coin 
in the palm of her hand and closed her fingers 
around it. Its cool metallic weight felt oddly com-
forting.

“Peter has disappeared, Erin.”
“I know.”
“No, I mean really and truly disappeared. 

Ludovico can no longer sense his presence any-
where.”

“What does that mean?”
“We aren’t sure. That’s why I’m here to try 

and see if you know something.” A couple of kids 
from year 5 had stopped nearby in earshot and 
were pointing at them.

Erin said worriedly, “What happens if one of 
those kids speaks Italian? There are plenty of 
kids from all over Europe in the school.”

“We aren’t speaking Italian, Erin. This is Lat-
in.”

“Latin?”
“Ludovico said that it wasn’t commonly 

taught in British state primary schools anymore.”
“Always smart, that Ludovico,” Erin smiled. 

Then frowned. “But how are you an 11-year-old 
boy?”

Boniface took a deep breath. “There isn’t 
time now. Perhaps later. More importantly, will 
you help us find Peter? I’m not sure whoever has 
taken him wants the best for him.”
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“I need to talk to my aunt.”
Boniface nodded. “Very well; we’ll all talk to 

your aunt.” The bell went, its ring cutting through 
a strange conversation in Latin. Not the dead Lat-
in learned in books, but a live Roman Street Latin 
not spoken for many centuries.

Back in class, Boniface behaved perfectly and 
didn’t try and answer any questions, though he 
wrote the maths answers down in under a min-
ute and watched the others on the table struggle 
with them. He smiled at Erin every time they got 
a right answer and frowned when it was wrong. 
They won more sweets.

Lunch came, and they queued at the coun-
ter for their meal. The dish of the day was pasta. 
When they sat down to eat together, Boniface 
took one bite and wrinkled his nose in disgust.

“What’s wrong, Boniface?” asked Erin.
“Al dente. In English, at the bite. Pasta should 

be al dente; not too soft or too hard. This,” he 
pointed at his plate in disgust, “is soggy! Outra-
geous to feed such things to children!”

“I thought it was okay,” said Erin.
“Even worse. You see, they have lowered your 

expectations so far that you think this is good!” 
Erin just shrugged and took another bite.

Dan was sitting next to them and had been 
listening. “You know, for a weird Italian kid, you 
talk some sense. This food is only good for one 
thing, and that’s making you fart.” Erin rolled 
her eyes. Boniface didn’t quite know what to say. 
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They finished their meal in silence, then put their 
trays away and headed for the exit.

Boniface wrinkled his nose again. Erin looked 
at him curiously. “You know Erin, judging by the 
smells in here, I’m beginning to wonder if Dan 
has a point.”

They went out to the fresh air of the play-
ground. Kids whizzed, kicked, jumped, screamed 
and laughed. The noise was terrific. Erin and 
Boniface were about to go and find a quiet spot 
to finish their conversation when Dan rushed up 
to them holding a football.

He eyed Boniface. “My dad says Serie A in Ita-
ly is a tough league. He also says that Italians can 
play football, but they play dirty.”

“Yes, we can play, but we don’t play dirty foot-
ball. Overzealous sometimes, perhaps. We are a 
passionate people, but not dirty.”

“Do you want to play, and show us what 
you’ve got?”

Erin cut in, “Perhaps later; there are things I 
want to ask him.”

Boniface looked at Erin, then at Dan, and said 
to him, “You’re on.”

The two rushed off, leaving Erin on her own. 
Out loud, she said, “Boys 11 years old or hun-
dreds of years old—just the same!” The game 
lasted the rest of lunch. The other boys were 
impressed. Not only could he tackle cleanly and 
shoot, but he could also do step-overs, roll-overs, 
take corners, and did one spectacular Cruyff turn 
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before scoring a fantastic goal. As they went back 
in, Erin waited at the door and asked, “Honour 
kept?”

“Most definitely,” replied Boniface, grinning. 
Dan patted him on the shoulder as they went 
in. The rest of the day went without incident. 
Well, nearly without incident. Elizabeth Mar-
shall asked Boniface if he liked her hair. She did it 
with an embarrassed look on her face. Boniface 
smiled and said, “Very becoming; it reminds me 
of a hairstyle one of my daughters used to wear.” 
This confused everybody, not least Erin, who 
kicked him again. She waited until the right mo-
ment during the lesson and whispered to Boni-
face, “Daughters?”

He turned to Erin and, for a moment, his usu-
ally smiling face collapsed into a deeply sad one. 
“A long, long time ago.”

Three thirty and school finished. They all 
stood in the playground waiting for their parents 
and guardians. School was out for Christmas, and 
all the children were noisy and excited. At the big 
iron gates, which were still closed, Erin could see 
her aunt. She was wearing a thick black overcoat. 
Next to her, wearing a navy-blue three-quarter 
length greatcoat and carrying a rucksack, stood 
Ludovico. They were talking. Well, Ludovico was 
talking. Aunt Polly nervously listened.

The gates opened, and the adults entered. 
Erin and Boniface pointed out Polly and Ludovico 
to Mrs. Norris. She nodded her head, and they 
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both went off to them. Aunt Polly stared wide-
eyed at Boniface.

“Is that really…?”
“Yes, Aunt Polly, it is.”
“A long story,” said Boniface.
“I bet,” replied Polly.
“Have you talked to Erin?!” asked Ludovico of 

Boniface.
He nodded. “Perhaps we can go to Polly’s 

house for a conference and review our options,” 
suggested Boniface.

They all turned to Aunt Polly. She shrugged, 
“Okay, I guess.”

“Do you know about Peter, Aunt Polly?” asked 
Erin.

“Yes, Ludovico told me.”
“Don’t worry. We will get him back one way 

or another,” said Boniface with a strange glint in 
his eye.
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Chapter 13: The Conference

Steam came from the spout of the kettle, fol-
lowed by a whistle to say that the water was boil-
ing. Aunt Polly had an old-fashioned kitchen, and 
she used the big black AGA cooker to boil water 
in her kettle to make tea. When they had stepped 
through her front door, they had all gone to the 
kitchen, except Boniface, who had taken the 
rucksack from Ludovico and gone to the bath-
room. Ludovico was complimenting Aunt Polly 
on her home. “Yes, I really like it, Polly. Elegant in 
the English farmhouse style. Feels very comfort-
able, a proper family home.”

“Oh, I’m glad you like it.”
“Ludovico was an architect,” piped up Erin.
“Yes, you told me, dear. How do you take your 

tea, Ludovico?”
“Black, no sugar for us both, please. We never 

developed the modern habit of milk and sug-
ar.” Just then, Boniface walked into the kitchen, 
dressed in black and an adult again. He glided in 
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and sat down on a chair next to Ludovico. They 
were all seated around a heavy oak table in the 
centre of the kitchen.

“What device or potion allows you to become 
a child at will?” asked Aunt Polly, no longer able 
to suppress the question that she had been want-
ing to ask since they had left the school.

“I don’t require a device or potion.” His voice 
was deep and manly again.

“You can do that on your own?”
“Yes, and other things too.”
“Like what?” Polly laid out the tea, trying to 

sound casual.
“Perhaps another time to discuss, my remark-

able friend. We have much to do,” said Ludovico.
“Perhaps discuss rather than do,” said Polly.
“Of course,” replied Ludovico. “As you are 

aware, Peter is missing. Boniface and I aim to re-
trieve him and deal with these kidnappers.”

“What then?” asked Polly.
“I don’t understand,” replied Ludovico.
“When you get him. What then?”
“There is no what then. He goes home where 

he belongs.”
“I thought you two wanted him?”
“No. We want to help him. Protect him.”
“I think they are telling the truth, Aunty,” add-

ed Erin.
“Perhaps, but I’m still not sure. For instance, 

what did you do with Mim, Lola and Fay? They 
never came back. Disappeared.”
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“We sent them away,” said Boniface casually.
“I don’t like the sound of that! Sent them away 

where?” she said, getting a bit angry.
“Somewhere where they couldn’t do any 

more harm. Though I suspect, considering what 
has happened, we didn’t send them far enough 
away,” said Boniface.

“You think they are responsible for kidnap-
ping Peter?”

“Yes and no,” said Boniface.
“What he means is that they are being direct-

ed by someone else,” added Ludovico.
“The letter you found,” said Erin.
“Indeed. Did Peter tell you?” asked Boniface.
“A little. He said you’d found a letter to Mim 

from someone.”
“Not just a letter. Instructions. They suggested 

that Peter could be useful and to be wary of us.”
“Is there much to be wary of?” asked Aunt 

Polly.
“Our enemies need to be very wary,” said 

Ludovico.
“Enemies?” enquired Polly.
“We have had some, but not for many years. 

Though it seems we may have gained some new 
ones,” said Boniface thoughtfully. He sipped his 
tea. Erin felt that his mind was suddenly far off. 
He returned, “Look, Peter needs us. Do you want 
to help us or not?” Aunt Polly turned to Erin. Erin 
could see from her face she was trying to make 
up her mind.
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“Erin?”
“I think we should help them.”
“I don’t trust them. It’s too dangerous.”
“Maybe, but I feel that we invited the witches 

to help, and we have a certain responsibility now 
that we think they took him.”

“But do we know for certain? Couldn’t they 
have taken him instead and...”

“No,” interrupted Erin, “I don’t think Boniface 
and Ludovico took him. They wouldn’t be here if 
they had.” Aunt Polly nodded in agreement. Both 
Boniface and Ludovico kept quiet. They both 
sensed that the conversation was balanced finely 
and didn’t want to tip it the wrong way.

“Regardless,” said Polly, “What could we re-
ally do to help?”

“Well, I may have an idea or two,” said 
Ludovico quietly.

There was a loud rap on the door, followed by 
a silence and then another sharp knock. 

“Shouldn’t you get that?” Boniface asked Aunt 
Polly.

Polly turned to Erin. “Be a dear, Erin, and an-
swer the door.” Erin got off her seat and went to 
the door, even though she felt her aunt was using 
it as a convenient way of getting her out the room. 
Erin opened the door and was astonished to find 
Peter’s brother Spike standing in the doorway, 
his bike in one hand. He seemed different from 
what she remembered. She couldn’t work it out 
for a second. Then she realised he no longer had 
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that arrogant look about him.
“Um, um. Hi, I’m Peter’s brother. I don’t know 

if you’ve heard, but Peter hasn’t been home since 
Wednesday?”

“Yes, I have heard, Spi...”
“...Francis. My name is Francis. We are, I’m re-

ally worried about him. It’s not like him at all. I’m 
worried that something has happened to him. 
Have you heard anything b…bout him? Anything 
at all?” He seemed on the edge of tears.

“I’m sorry, I haven’t. You must really care 
about him.”

Spike, or Francis, stared at his trainers and 
mumbled, “Yeah. He’s my kid brother isn’t he?”

“If I hear anything, Francis, I’ll come round 
and let you know.”

He shuffled his feet, still looking down at his 
trainers. “Thanks. Guess he told you about me?”

“A little.”
“Well, the last couple of days have been, well, 

they’ve opened my eyes, I can tell you. Got a 
brother or sister?”

“No.”
“Well, siblings are a pain, but they are your own 

flesh and blood kind of a pain. You sort of have to...”
“Love them,” Erin finished.
Spike nodded and miserably turned and left. Erin 

gently closed the front door and headed back to the 
kitchen and their strange guests.
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Chapter 14: Dark

Ow! Dark. My head hurts. Can’t move my hands 
and feet. I’m sitting down. Tied to something. Can’t 
see. Mmmmph. Mouth hurts. There’s a cloth in my 
mouth. Where am I? Mum! Am I gonna die?! Calm, 
Calm. Breathe. Need the toilet. Ow. Deep breath. 
Not cold. Must be indoors. Can shuffle my bum on 
on... I’m tied to a chair. Head hurts. What....?

Peter’s blindfold was removed. He blinked 
in the light. He could see the face of a man look-
ing at him. He was in his thirties, rugged and 
strong-looking, but also twisted and angry, cruel. 
He tried to hide it, but it was there. He may have 
been handsome once, but there was something 
brutal about him now. His cologne was overpow-
ering; it made Peter feel queasy. He smiled vis-
cously at Peter. “Well, well, we are awake then.” 
He spoke quietly, mockingly, as if Peter was no 
more than a Daddy Longlegs that was about to 
have its legs pulled off.

Peter’s nostrils flared as he dragged in as 
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much air as he could in his panic. The man stared 
at him in a detached sort of way. There was no 
sympathy there, no kindness.

“So, you are at the centre of all this drama. 
Hmm. We shall see.”

He turned and walked to the end of the room. 
It was more of a cell than a room. There were no 
windows, and the walls and floor were made of 
large flagstones. Peter couldn’t see any furniture 
from his viewpoint. The man stopped in front of 
the wall and glanced at Peter over his shoulder.

“I can’t promise not to hurt you. But if you lis-
ten and do exactly what you are told, you might 
live.” Peter stared, wide-eyed. This guy is crazy!

He let Peter think about that statement for a 
moment before speaking again. “Now I have your 
full attention. You are in a deep underground 
room. It’s fully soundproofed. If you shout for 
help, no one will hear you. Nod your head if you 
understand.”

Peter nodded his head. The man walked over 
to him and then behind him. He untied Peter’s 
gag. The minute the cloth left his mouth, Peter 
started shouting as loud as he could.

“Help! Help! Someone help me!” The man 
smacked Peter hard on the back of the head and 
yanked him back by his hair. Peter whelped in 
pain. He tied the gag back into Peter’s mouth 
roughly.

“Stupid boy!”
The man stood quietly for five minutes. Pe-
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ter could feel his presence behind him. He could 
hear his breathing. It made the skin on the back 
of his neck crawl, and he could hear his own pan-
icking heartbeat thud, thud, thud in his own ears. 
He couldn’t help it; tears started to flow. The man 
leant down behind him and whispered into his 
ear. He could feel his breath on his earlobe, tick-
ling with evil intent.

“You’re frightened, aren’t you, Peter? Oh yes, I 
know you are. So you should be! If I want to, I’ll kill 
you.” He snapped his fingers and Peter jumped. 
“Feel that fear, Peter, it’s good. It might keep 
you alive if you are smart. You want to go home, 
don’t you? You can go home. When I’m ready.” He 
paused for a moment and stood upright behind 
Peter. He spoke more loudly now, “I’m going to 
leave you for a while, Peter, and when I return, I 
expect you to be more cooperative.”

He felt him stand up, and after a few seconds, 
Peter heard a heavy door open and slam shut. 
For a long while, Peter cried. He couldn’t help it. 
When he managed to finally stop, he stared at the 
wall, trying to think.

What am I going to do? What does he want 
from me? Why did he say “the centre of all this 
drama?” He must be the one Boniface warned me 
about. Boniface, where are you? I need help.

Peter shut his eyes. His head hurt and he 
was bursting for the toilet. He had been walking 
home from school when he felt someone nip out 
of an alley and put a white cloth over his nose 
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and mouth. There was some form of chemical 
smell, then he woke up in the dark, in this room. 
Not good. Seriously not good!
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Chapter 15: Shopping

Erin was still angry at Aunt Polly. She had re-
fused to help Boniface and Ludovico. It wasn’t 
fair! She understood why she didn’t want to help. 
It was dangerous, but Peter needed their help.

The next day they left for Bramwell and her 
mum. They were going to stay the weekend, do 
some shopping in the bigger town then go to 
Cheddarington on Monday morning for the rest 
of Christmas. The shops heaved with people 
on Saturday, and Aunt Polly and Erin had left it 
until after 4 pm to go out in the hope that there 
would be less crowds. It made no difference, as 
it was the weekend before Christmas, and peo-
ple were all over the place shopping. They dived 
in and out of shops with bundles of bags full of 
gifts and seasonal decorations. The queues were 
horrendous. It was dark, and the garish Christ-
mas lights illuminated everything in a strange 
glow. This deep into winter and this far north, 
the days were short and the nights long. How-
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ever, with shops, streetlights and the special 
Christmas lighting, everything on High Street 
was clearly visible; everything, that is, except the 
stars, which disappeared behind the glow of the 
town’s artificial lighting. Erin wasn’t so keen on 
shopping like this. This was why the internet had 
been invented, she thought. She tugged on Aunt 
Polly’s jacket. It was just the two of them, as her 
mum stayed at home so they could shop for her 
Christmas present.

“What is it, Erin?”
“Can we sit down for a bit?”
“Fancy a coffee and a cake?”
“You bet.”
Aunt Polly smiled at her. “Come on then; 

there is a nice place at the end of this road. I used 
to go there when I lived here.” They made their 
way through the crowds. As they did so, Erin saw 
her. She couldn’t believe it for a second. Then she 
grabbed at her aunt’s hand and pointed. “Is that 
Mim?” Polly stared. It was undoubtedly Mim. Her 
dumpy-looking body and fake grandmother look 
were a complete giveaway.

“Let’s follow her.” Erin let go of her aunt’s 
hand and set off without waiting for an answer.

“I don’t think so, Eri... Oh, come on, Erin! Oh 
hell.” She rushed off after her niece. Mim hadn’t 
seen them; she had been checking her mobile 
phone. She closed it and put it in her pocket, and 
set off up the road in the direction that Erin and 
Polly had been heading. Erin hustled along be-
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hind her, trying not to be seen. She used the peo-
ple moving about on the street as cover. A hun-
dred steps ahead, she saw Mim reach the door of 
a coffee shop. The same one that Aunt Polly was 
taking them to. Erin recognised it. She and her 
mum also used to go there. The croissants were 
supposed to be the best in town. And with her at 
the door stood a man. A man Erin instantly rec-
ognised. Aunt Polly caught up with Erin.

“Erin, I told you it isn’t safe! Don’t charge off 
like that.”

“Aunt Polly...”
“Don’t argue, Erin. I know you are good 

friends with Peter, but...”
Erin cut her off. “Isn’t that Uncle Vernon talk-

ing to Mim?”
“Huh, oh.” It was Uncle Vernon, Aunt Polly’s 

ex-husband. He had seen them. He smiled a 
broad, rugged smile and waved. Mim turned to 
see them, and the look on her face went from 
shock to alarm to a big fake smile.

“Why is he...?” said Polly aloud. He strode for-
ward towards them, still wearing the big smile.

“What a pleasant surprise. Good to see you, 
Polly, and you, Erin. Out Christmas shopping?”

“Vernon,” stated Aunt Polly, cold anger in her 
voice.

“Can’t we be civil?”
She glanced over his shoulder. “What about 

Mim?”
He frowned, “You can’t be jealous of her.” Erin 
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stifled a grin. That was like a swan being jealous 
of a pigeon.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Vernon. That’s not what 
I meant. Mim and her two friends recently disap-
peared. We never heard from them again.”

“Really?”
“Yes, really.”
Vernon just shrugged his muscular shoul-

ders. “She didn’t mention it. Maybe we should 
ask her?” Vernon raised his hand and she walked 
straight over to them. It was clear who was in 
charge, and it wasn’t Mim.

“Hello, Mim,” said Aunt Polly flatly.
“Good to see you again,” replied Mim.
“Is that all? Good to see you again. What hap-

pened?”
Mim went to open her mouth, but the only 

sound came from elsewhere. A tanned Lola in a 
fake fur coat rushed up to Vernon, shouting, “He’s 
here! Boniface! The Thief! I’ve seen him, Vernon. 
Oh...” She went into a shocked silence when she 
saw Erin and Polly, who were both astonished 
and looked open-mouthed from Lola to Vernon 
and back again.

Vernon spoke first, and he wasn’t smiling 
anymore. “Well, I think I’ve had enough now.” 
He mysteriously took a long shiny needle from 
inside his coat. It looked like it was made of sil-
ver or platinum, thin and tapered to a very sharp 
point. It was about the length of an ordinary rul-
er. He stabbed it gently into the palm of his hand, 
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cutting the skin. He closed his fist around the 
needle, wincing with the pain of the small cut. He 
smiled then at Erin and Polly, and time stopped.
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Chapter 16: Harvesting

Peter awoke with a jolt. He had the strangest 
feeling, a tingling sensation just like those times 
that Boniface had stopped time. He lay cold be-
neath a dirty pink blanket they had given him to 
sleep under on an old camp bed. Peter had come 
to know it was they after days of being impris-
oned in the stone room without windows. At first, 
there had only been the man, but at times he’d 
sworn he was aware of other presences in the 
room. Unfortunately for him, there was no toilet 
in the room, and they never let him out, so they 
had provided him with an old-fashioned cham-
ber pot. He felt the embarrassment, not to men-
tion the smell, of being in the same room with his 
own toilet. The others came when he was asleep 
to take it away and leave food and water. 

As he had started to cooperate, he had been 
left unblindfolded and more and more often un-
tied. He had nothing to keep him company, not a 
book or a magazine, no games, TV or radio. The 
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boredom was incredible. His mind wandered 
down strange avenues, making up stories and 
fantasies, strange, scary, paranoid ones. He felt he 
was at times slipping into madness. Often those 
strange daydreams and fantasies involved an-
other object that occupied the room in addition 
to the chair he was sometimes tied to, his camp 
bed and the chamber pot. By the door there was 
a chest. A treasure chest, padlocked, and noth-
ing he could do would either shift it or unlock it. 
That morning he had painfully discovered some 
of what it contained. He rubbed his arm with the 
memory of it. It still hurt. He only knew it was 
morning because when the man entered and shut 
the door behind him, he said, “Good morning, 
Peter.” Peter did not reply. He had learned that a 
wary silence was usually best; he was very wor-
ried about upsetting the man, who was prone to 
outbursts of violence. 

“Sit in the chair,” he said coldly. Peter obeyed 
him. Not to have done so would have resulted in 
a blow and him being forced into the chair by the 
man anyway. Once Peter was in his chair, the man 
tied him securely with the ropes already affixed 
to the chair. “Well now. I think it is time we har-
ness a little of your power.” He didn’t wait for a 
reply from Peter but turned his back on him and 
walked over to the chest. He bent down and un-
locked the padlock. Peter craned his neck around, 
trying to see what was in it. At first, he brought 
out what looked like a very rough kind of wand. 
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He turned it over in his hand, and put it back in. 
The next object he brought out worried Peter a 
lot. It was a long, shiny needle tapered at one end 
to a very sharp point. He turned to Peter. 

“This is the needle. It’s not like any other 
needle. It has a very special property for people 
just like you and for people like me. You see, I 
have spent my whole life in search of magic. Real 
magic, not the show stuff on TV, but the pow-
ers of the universe channelled through mystical 
means. This needle will give me that for a while. 
You see, it takes some of the power of the one 
who is pricked and conveys it to the next per-
son pricked. Your latent powers over time will 
become mine. As a grown man I will be able, for 
a short while, to do what is yet only growing in 
you.” Peter blinked in realisation.

“Please, please don’t stab me with that.”
“Don’t be so dramatic. I don’t need to stab you 

boy, just prick.”
“But I don’t...” He never got to finish his sen-

tence. The man grabbed Peter’s arm and pushed 
in the needle. “Owww!”

“Stop your blubbering, boy.” He turned from 
Peter and locked the chest, but kept the needle 
out. He undid Peter’s ropes and said, “I shall see 
you later.”

That had been hours ago, and Peter’s arm 
continued to ache. He rubbed it where the needle 
had gone in and drawn some blood. It had dried 
a long time ago, but the man had used enough 
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force to create a decent sized bruise. He was 
thinking about how he hated the man, when he 
heard the door rattle and the big key to the solid 
oak door turn. Peter turned away from the door 
in his camp bed, pulled his blanket up high, and 
shut his eyes, pretending to sleep. After the last 
meeting, he wasn’t keen to engage with the man 
again. He listened carefully, as he heard heavy 
footsteps. He felt the man lean over him, then 
turn and move to the doorway. 

“It’s okay, he’s sleeping,” said the man.
“Frozen in time by your spell,” said a familiar 

female voice.
“No, sleeping.”
“It didn’t affect him, then.” Peter almost 

opened his eyes as he realised that the voice was 
Mim’s.

“Of course not; it came from him, after all. Do 
keep up.”

“So... what now?”
“Anything we like is what now. I am lord of 

time!”
“Congratulations, but that isn’t why we are in 

this.”
“All in good time.”
“No, not in good time. We helped you with 

this scheme of yours, and have made ourselves 
accomplices in the kidnapping of a child. We 
want what you promised us.”

Peter heard the man sigh. “You have such lim-
ited ambitions. You and your so-called witches.”
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“Not so-called for much longer; with the 
wand of Lohengrin, we will have magic to spare.”

“Perhaps, but more would come to you if you 
stayed with me.”

“No. This is as deep as we want to go. We have 
already exposed ourselves.”

“Don’t you forget it. We are in this together; 
you are as guilty as me.”

“How can we forget now? But the boy....”
“Yes, what about the boy?”
“Now that you know he has the power, you 

won’t let him go.”
“No, I suppose I can’t. At least, not until I can 

synthesise his powers and become independent 
of the need to harvest him.”

“If ever.” At this last statement from Mim, the 
man fell silent, clearly thinking it through. Peter 
knew where he stood now. He was a clever boy 
and reasoned that Mim was right. This meant 
that the only way he could get home was to es-
cape. But how? 

“The wand. Our deal is for the wand.”
The man rummaged in something. It sounded 

like he was by the treasure chest. “Here you are. 
But there is still something to do for me.”

“I don’t know....”
“If you do, I will take care of your other little 

problem.”
“What is it that you want?”
“A little leverage. Besides, since time is frozen 

for most of the world, who would know.”
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“I don’t know?”
“Look, let’s think about it in better surround-

ings. Brandy?”
“Why not?”
They left, locking the treasure chest and the 

door. Peter turned on his back and stared at the 
ceiling. A plan. I need a plan. The Wand of Lohen-
grin. What is that? And why did he let her have it 
so easily?



136

Chapter 17: Guido

For a second, Uncle Vernon was in front of 
Erin, and then she saw blue. A moving blue she 
could feel on her face. She screamed and tried to 
bat it away from her face with her hands. But be-
fore she could touch it, it was gone, and instead 
she was facing a smiling Boniface.

“You are alright, Erin, don’t panic please.” Not 
panicking was difficult with the sight of a strange 
tiny blue imp sitting on Boniface’s right shoulder. 
It frowned at her. 

“Oh, you mustn’t mind Guido,” added Boni-
face helpfully, “after all, he brought you into 
this time stream.” Erin remembered and stared 
around her. The whole street was frozen. People 
were stuck in various poses as if they were stat-
ues. It was then that she saw Aunt Polly, her face 
frozen, wide-eyed and about to say something. 
You could see that she was extremely angry by 
her expression.

“Oh no,” groaned Erin.
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“We will get her awake soon too. Don’t worry.”
“Boniface, what is this?”
“Time is frozen, Erin. I’m not sure how, but 

I’m concerned. Guido and his clock can do this, 
and perhaps Peter when he is older, but I know 
of no other.”

“Uncle Vernon, Lola and Mim?” Erin looked 
around her. “I can’t see them! They aren’t here. 
They were here only a few seconds ago.”

“It may not be seconds. It could have been 
hours; we wouldn’t know.”

“It didn’t affect you, then?”
“Yes, it did. I was lucky I had Guido on my per-

son. He climbed out of my pocket and woke me 
like you. Although I’m not sure woke is correct. 
Ludovico would be able to tell us the science.”

“Ludovico?”
“Yes, he’s in the shop nearby. Look, Erin: Mim 

and Lola have no power at all. Who is this Uncle 
Vernon, and did you see him do anything?”

“Yes, I saw him. He took out this long, very 
sharp needle and stuck it in his own hand, and 
then I saw your blue thing on my face.”

“You call him uncle?”
“He is Aunt Polly’s ex-husband.”
“Ah. That explains the connection to Mim and 

Lola, perhaps. This is bad, Erin, very bad. I think 
we will need your aunt’s knowledge of this man 
Vernon if we are to get Peter back safely. Come, 
Guido!”

The blue imp climbed down the Thief’s arm 
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and jumped onto Erin’s shoulder. She let out a 
short squeal. He then jumped onto Polly and 
climbed up onto her head, perching on the top 
of it, her hair catching in his tiny claws. She was 
completely unmoving. He then climbed onto her 
face, and Polly came alive screaming, just as Erin 
had. Guido hopped back over to Boniface. Erin 
was quick to comfort her aunt, holding her and 
talking to her gently.

“Vernon, my god, Vernon! He has taken Peter.”
“And it appears he also stopped time too,” 

added Boniface casually.
“Huh, what? What is going on?”
“Don’t worry, Aunty. You are alright. Uncle 

Vernon stopped time somehow, and Boniface 
woke you up with his blue thingy,” said Erin.

“His name is Guido,” said Boniface. Polly 
looked at the blue imp now sitting on his shoul-
der and went pale. She then noticed the strange 
street scene, frozen in time, and her mouth fell 
open. She jumped when Boniface put his hand on 
her shoulder. He spoke even more gently, “Polly, 
don’t be frightened. You are with me. This is my 
world, and here I am king. I will not fail you and 
Erin.”

She looked at him. His face was unnaturally 
handsome, but the warmth in his dark eyes was 
very human. Erin could see her aunt relax, just a 
little. It was as if her body just stopped being so 
rigid and became a bit softer.

“What now?” Polly asked.
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“We get to the shop and consult with Ludovico. 
We need his insights now. Come, follow me.”

Erin had never had such an odd walk through 
the streets of Bramwell. She knew them well, 
having grown up in the town, but there was 
something strange and otherworldly about them 
now. Nothing moved in Bramwell. Nothing at all. 
The town was busy with people, though frozen in 
place as if they had been turned to stone by the 
snake-haired Medusa of ancient Greek legend. 
All of it was bathed in the strangest lighting. The 
early night of a Northern European winter af-
ternoon provided a black canvas for people and 
objects illuminated by the artificial lights of the 
town. Add in the seasonal Christmas lights, and 
the town was flooded in oranges, greens, whites, 
reds, purples and yellows. It was a magical place 
now; the lighting and people oddly contrasted 
with Bramwell’s medieval streets and build-
ings. Erin had the sense that everything wasn’t 
quite real. The stone and bricks of the buildings 
no longer looked as sharp and hard as they had 
before. Instead, it had the feel of the artificial, 
as if they were made of sponge and paint on an 
elaborate movie set. Then when they turned into 
a tiny alley, Erin recognised a sign hanging above 
a door. It was old and read Bottega. Weirdly, she 
felt reassured, like you feel when seeing your 
own front door after a particularly difficult day. 
They approached the black door with the red 
leopard’s head knocker, and it swung open on its 
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own as Boniface approached it. Aunt Polly, who 
had never been in the shop, hesitated. Boniface 
stopped, as if sensing her concern, and turned 
round to hold her hand. “In here are wonders. 
Come in, and do not be afraid.” She followed him 
in, still holding his hand. Erin brought up the rear. 
As soon as Erin had stepped over the threshold, 
the door closed and there was utter darkness. It 
lasted for a few seconds, and Erin was sure she 
could hear her aunt breathing heavily and a little 
panicky nearby. Then the inner doors opened 
and light flooded in. They walked into the huge, 
warm and brilliantly lit chamber. Ludovico was 
at its centre, his face full of concern.

“Thank goodness you found them, Boniface! 
Well done. Welcome to my home, Polly. Erin, be 
a dear and collect your and your aunt’s coats, 
and we’ll hang them up.” The marble white floor 
flooded up and hardened into a coat stand. Polly 
goggled at it in amazement.

“He does that,” said Erin flatly, taking her coat 
off. Erin collected the coats as Ludovico smiled 
at Polly, “Let’s be seated. Perhaps something to 
drink?”

“Um, okay,” said Polly, amazed.
“Tea, coffee, something stronger?”
“Coffee would be good,” admitted Polly.
“I’ll fetch them,” offered Boniface. “Would you 

mind helping me carry them, Erin?”
Erin who had finished hanging coats said, 

“OK.”
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Ludovico looked at the floor and in the air 
dug open a space with his hands. The white Luna 
marble floor parted into a sunken circle. Some 
small steps moulded up to floor level. Inside the 
sunken circle, a single bench the length of the cir-
cle to the steps formed. It then upholstered itself 
in a rich deep red cloth, soft and sofa-like. In the 
middle white marble rose like a fountain of milk 
and hardened into the shape of a delicate coffee 
table. Ludovico smiled. “That should do, shall we 
be seated while they get the drinks.”

An astonished Polly whispered, “How?”
Boniface waved Erin to follow her. Erin 

mouthed, “Go on,” at her aunt who rather me-
chanically stepped down in the sunken circular 
couch followed by Ludovico. Erin turned back to 
Boniface, he nodded his head in the direction he 
wanted to go and Erin walked obediently behind 
him. He was walking in the direction of one of 
the painted doors. It was opposite the big door 
by which they had entered. When he got to the 
door, he stopped and turned to Erin.

“This is very important, Erin. Not every door 
in this chamber is safe. Some are more than a lit-
tle dangerous. We had them painted so we would 
know where to go. This door is a painting of Ede-
sia, the Roman Goddess of Food, so we know this 
is the entrance to the kitchens. Can you remem-
ber the picture?” Erin nodded. “Good,” he said 
firmly. He pushed the door open and stepped in. 
Erin followed.
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Inside was not what she was expecting. It 
wasn’t like any kitchen she had been in before. It 
resembled a picture book kitchen of some giant 
medieval castle, all made of huge stone slabs. It 
was a great feasting hall with two huge roaring 
fires at either end. Rows of dark wood benches 
filled the middle of the hall, and on the outsides 
were tables full of food and drink; meats, salads, 
bread and fruit. No one was in the giant kitchen 
at all. It was also strangely clean, as if brand new 
and perfectly dusted. Boniface walked the whole 
length of it without stopping or saying a word. 
When he reached the far fireplace with its blaz-
ing fire, he turned and said to Erin, “We never use 
this kitchen; it’s far too big for just two of us. Be 
a dear, Erin, and touch that brick next to the fire-
place.”

Erin did as she was told. The minute she 
pressed the brick, a whole raft of new bricks 
filled in the fireplace, extinguishing the fire as 
they did so. When they had finished, they read-
justed to form a doorway. It had no door, and Erin 
could see a much smaller, modern kitchen in-
side. It looked very similar to Aunt Polly’s. They 
stepped in and Erin said, “This looks like Aunt 
Polly’s back home.”

“Yes. Ludovico remodelled when we came 
back from visiting. He really liked it.” Though it 
looked like an ordinary kitchen, it didn’t work like 
one. You didn’t need to do anything, for a start. At 
least, you only had to do very little. Boniface took 
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out the cups, two silver trays and four white por-
celain plates and silver dessert forks. He ordered 
the drinks in a clear voice, and to Erin’s amaze-
ment, they filled themselves. Once that was done, 
he ordered panettone for four. In the plates, four 
slices of the famous Italian Christmas cake grew 
out of nothing. Boniface smiled at Erin. “Well, it is 
nearly Christmas.”

Erin carried the tray with the cakes and Boni-
face carried the steaming hot coffees. When they 
returned to the main hall, they found Ludovico 
and Polly deep in conversation. They stopped 
when the cake and coffee came in. The coffee 
was warm and sweet, and the panettone deli-
cious. Erin felt better about the world as she sat 
on the long couch with her refreshments. No one 
spoke for a while. Eventually, Ludovico broke the 
silence. 

“The situation is darker than I thought,” he 
said.

“How so?” asked Boniface.
“After what Polly has explained to me, I am 

convinced that the needle her ex-husband used 
on himself is from a small hoard of objects col-
lected by the Ahnenerbe.”

“The what?” asked Erin.
“The Ahnenerbe was a terrible organisation. 

Part of the SS in World War Two,” said Ludovico.
“The SS? Weren’t they Nazis or something? 

We did World War Two at school.”
“Yes, unfortunately, they were. The Ahnener-
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be did terrible experiments on people and were 
generally vile, evil human beings. They were 
interested in all things occult. They tried to col-
lect information and objects on the supernatural 
for Hitler. You see, Adolf Hitler and his lieuten-
ant Heinrich Himmler, who was in charge of the 
SS, believed that supernatural forces would give 
them power to rule and would support their cra-
zy racist ideas.”

“Oh, but that was a long time ago. They can’t 
still be about,” said Erin.

“No,” replied Ludovico, “but it appears your 
Uncle Vernon has found some of what they left 
behind when they were destroyed.”

“Vernon was interested in the occult as a study, 
just like me. It was how we met. In a university li-
brary, over a book we both wanted to borrow. He 
was particularly interested in the Ahnenerbe and 
spent a lot of time in Germany researching them. 
Wewelsburg, a castle dedicated to the SS and the 
Ahnenerbe, seemed to fascinate him in particular. 
I was such a fool. Why didn’t I see him for what 
he was?” Aunt Polly looked upset and Ludovico 
patted her arm in a fatherly manner.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. Love blinds us 
to the failings of others sometimes.”

Boniface had been deep in thought throughout 
the conversations. He stared into space. He spoke, 
“I thought we finished them off a long time ago, 
Ludovico. It seems some evils linger,” he sighed. 
“How come you didn’t detect the needle?”
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They must have a way of temporarily 
dampening the aura of the objects and of  Peter—a 
trick Mr. Vernon Abner Brown must have learned 
from our old enemies, the Ahnenerbe. That must 
be why I lost track of him after only forty minutes 
once he had stopped time.”

“But...Peter. Why did he take Peter?” asked 
Polly.

“The needle takes power from one person and 
conveys it to another. He had taken Peter’s power 
with it and used it on himself,” added Ludovico.

“Forty minutes,” said Erin thoughtfully.
“Yes,” said Boniface. “They are close, then. 

Only forty minutes from the protection that hides 
Peter and the device or devices.”

“That could be quite far in a car, though,” said 
Ludovico.

“Unlikely,” added Polly. “Vernon doesn’t drive. 
Besides, his house is in town, and not far away.”

Ludovico looked at Polly. “Well then, I guess 
that is where we start.”
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Chapter 18: Whiteout

The door of the shop slammed shut with 
a huge echoing bang behind Erin, Boniface, 
Ludovico and Polly. The alley was dark, with 
only a couple of streetlights that lit it imperfectly. 
From this half-light, Polly spoke. “I know the way 
from here.”

“Wait a moment,” said Ludovico, taking a large 
dark green rucksack off his back and putting it on 
the floor. He opened the top of the rucksack and 
took out a bright red firework. It was about the 
size of a man’s forearm from elbow to fingertips. 
He put it on the floor on its fins. He took out a 
chrome cigarette lighter from his pocket.

“Better stand back,” he said.
“Why are you lighting a firework, Ludovico?” 

asked Polly, surprised.
Boniface answered, deadly serious, “Because 

the Thief and the Collector are going to war. And 
our opponents should know that we are coming 
and their time is now limited. Also, fear clouds 
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the judgement and may encourage them to make 
mistakes.”

“Why is the firework scary?” asked Erin.
“It is no ordinary firework,” said Ludovico, 

lighting the touch paper with the lighter and re-
tiring to a safe distance. There was a whoosh! and 
the rocket streaked into the night sky of the time-
stopped world. There was a big bang that echoed 
loudly and must have been heard all over the 
town. However, there were no bright firework 
lights.

Erin looked puzzled. “Your firework didn’t 
work, Ludovico. I mean, nice big bang, but no 
pretty lights.”

He just smiled back at her. Snow started to 
fall and fall heavily. 

“You were saying?” said Ludovico, chuckling.
“If time has stopped, how is this possible?” 

asked Polly.
“One of the many wonders in my rucksack 

here,” said Ludovico, tying up the strands that 
closed the top of the bag.

Boniface spoke grimly, “This is just the begin-
ning. A fraction of what we have in store for them. 
Lead on, Polly.” Polly and Erin looked at each oth-
er. Erin wasn’t sure how she felt about all of this. 
What she was sure of was that she wouldn’t want 
to be Uncle Vernon and the witches.

Once Ludovico’s rucksack was on his back, 
they set off to Vernon’s house. The already 
strange frozen town of Bramwell was turning 
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even stranger. The snow fell thick and fast past 
the yellow streetlights and was rapidly settling 
into a thin layer on the ground. Weirdly, it was 
also starting to settle on the statue-like people 
in the streets. The tops of heads and shoulders 
formed odd ledges that snow lay on. In the sky, 
there were no stars or moon, just free-falling 
snowflakes. They walked back across High Street, 
and Erin thought how Christmassy it looked with 
the town’s big Christmas tree lit up in the snow. 
It had come all the way from Norway and was 
so big you could see it from everywhere on High 
Street. And yet she couldn’t help feeling how ee-
rie it all was; unreal, as if the town were a model 
with a moving snow feature. She wondered what 
they would make of all the snow when time start-
ed again.

They left the High Street and walked towards 
the river. Uncle Vernon’s house wasn’t far. They 
entered the most expensive part of town and 
turned down Meadow Bank Avenue, which was 
full of mansions. Massive Victorian villas with a 
few older houses mixed in. Uncle Vernon’s was a 
17th-century manor house with a big drive and 
a garden in the back that finished at the river 
Bram. The gates were closed and next to them 
was an estate agent’s sign that read SOLD in big 
red letters.

“What now?” asked Erin.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know he had put the house 

up on the market,” apologised Aunt Polly.
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“From what you have said about your ex-
husband, Polly, he is a clever man. Misguided, 
but clever. It would have been too much to expect 
him to be home,” said Ludovico. Boniface didn’t 
say a word. Instead, he put his hands on the gate 
and held it tightly. The iron groaned. The hinges 
creaked and snapped. The gate fell inwards with 
a crash! 

“I suggest we take a look inside in case we can 
find a clue to their whereabouts,” said Boniface 
before striding into the gravel drive and aiming 
for the house. Erin, Polly and Ludovico followed 
him and the crunching noise of his shoes on the 
little stones. No lights were on in the house. It 
was dark and silent, not welcoming at all. The 
mixture of brick, wood and old windows gave a 
sense of age and of being lived in by many people 
over the years. 

Boniface strode up to the front door. He was 
just about to put his shoulder to the locked door 
when Ludovico said, “Here, let me. It would be a 
shame to ruin such an old oak door.” He took out 
a key from his pocket and started to try and put 
it in the lock. As he did so, he said, “I don’t know 
the origin of this particular key. Rumour has it 
that originally it was in the possession of a mas-
ter Egyptian tomb robber from the reign of Ptole-
my. It moulds itself to any lock, and--ah ha...” The 
door unlocked and opened. Ludovico grinned.

A dark hallway beckoned. “Thief, my old 
friend, would you be so kind?” said Ludovico. 
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Boniface strode in. Erin didn’t like the look of the 
dark hallway. She had been in the house during 
daylight years ago, and it had always given her 
the creeps. Now, with no light and Uncle Vernon 
gone crazy, she felt frightened with the thought 
of stepping inside. Ludovico rummaged in his 
rucksack and found three silver, thin pen-shaped 
objects. He handed Polly and Erin one each and 
took one for himself.

“What is it?” asked Polly
“They are battery-powered torches. I bought 

them in the supermarket in Cheddarrington. 
Very handy.” Aunt Polly and Erin laughed. They 
turned them all on and the light provided Erin 
with some needed comfort.

“What about Boniface? Doesn’t he need a 
torch?” asked Erin.

“No,” replied Ludovico, “he can see in the 
dark.” Nobody knew what to say; they just stood 
in the doorway of the old, dark house. Inside, Erin 
could hear Boniface moving around. He wasn’t 
being at all quiet. The so-called Thief didn’t seem 
to care if anyone heard him or not. He was taking 
his time, though.

“Ludovico?” asked Erin.
“Yes.”
“If there is no such thing as magic, how come 

there are all these weird things? How can Boni-
face do what he does?” Aunt Polly turned from 
looking into the darkness of her old home where 
she had spent the beginning of her married life 
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and looked at Ludovico, also waiting for an an-
swer.

“A very good question, Erin. I do not know 
for certain, but I have a theory. In science, you 
look for patterns mainly because experiments 
teach us there is no such thing as the exactly re-
peatable. These objects are natural occurrences 
far beyond the norm, and they are what science 
calls anomalies. Extremes on the very edge of the 
regular patterns. For example, if you boil a kettle 
and measure the temperature of the water, when 
you finish, the temperature will be very close 
each time, but there will be small differences. In 
theory, if you boil the kettle often enough, at least 
once the water will be stone cold. The objects we 
hunt for are the equivalent of the stone cold wa-
ter. Variations in a pattern so extreme they no 
longer appear to make sense. The same applies 
to Boniface. He is the product of genetic muta-
tion at an extreme. Well, that is my theory.”

“Magic offers a little more romance,” said Pol-
ly.

“I’m too old for romance,” grumbled Ludovico.
“Says who?” asked Boniface, making them 

all jump, including Ludovico. He had come up so 
quietly, no one had noticed. How did he do that? 
thought Erin.

Ludovico snorted at the comment. 
“Oh, come on! Never say never, Ludovico, or 

else why bother at all? Love and adventure. What 
could be finer?”
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“Anything in there?” asked Ludovico, not an-
swering his friend.

“Cleaned out. Not even furniture.”
“What next, then?” asked Polly. Boniface didn’t 

answer; he was staring at his friend. Ludovico’s 
eyes had glazed over, and he had a look of total 
concentration.

“What is it, Ludovico?” he asked gently.
“I sense something.”
“An object?” asked Erin.
“Yes, but that isn’t all. I sense Peter.” He turned 

away from the front door and started to walk 
along the front of the house, his torch pointing 
the way in the darkness.

“Come on,” said Boniface to Erin and Polly, 
“he has the scent.” They all hurried after him. He 
turned a corner of the house and walked down 
its side, opening a small gate, and entered the 
back garden. The garden was a long, full lawn, 
covered in white snow. It glared bright in the 
glow of Erin and Polly’s torches. At the bottom 
of the lawn was a mooring for a boat but with no 
boat tied there. Ludovico walked briskly to the 
river and stopped at its edge. When they arrived 
behind him, Erin saw the river Bram and stopped 
in her tracks. It was a strange and eerie sight. It 
didn’t look real. The river was stopped. It looked 
like a photograph with the waters caught and 
held in mid eddy and flow. A duck sat perched 
on it near the riverbank like some odd ornament 
from an old lady’s house. Ludovico seemed obliv-
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ious. He pointed out across the river to the great 
1000-year-old Norman church. Bramwell Cathe-
dral was brightly illuminated in darkness and its 
two great towers, spire, stonework and stained 
glass dominated the scene. Ludovico spoke. “He’s 
there and he’s alive.”
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Chapter 19: Bramwell Cathedral

Bramwell should have been a beautiful little 
city. It had a great cathedral and well over a thou-
sand years of history. In fact, it was in places very 
pretty, but most of the town except its centre was 
quite colourless and drab. The four of them now 
rushed through one of those areas—an indus-
trial estate built in the 1970s, surrounded by red 
brick Victorian terraced housing. The snow was 
now quite thick, and they could feel it about their 
ankles. Erin’s feet were starting to get cold and 
wet. “Can’t you turn the snow off now, Ludovico?” 
asked Erin.

“No, but it should peter out at about a foot deep.”
“Great,” she replied sarcastically. Quite quick-

ly, they were out of the industrial neighbourhood 
and onto the River Walk. River Walk was a new 
development of shops, restaurants, bars and 
posh flats overlooking the river. They could clear-
ly see the Cathedral across the river, lit up against 
the darkness and snow. Main Street Bridge was 
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next, and instead of taking the path on its sides, 
they walked down the road in its centre, amidst 
frozen-in-time cars full of frozen-in-time people. 
Across the bridge, they found themselves in the 
grounds of the Cathedral. The big, oval-shaped 
wooden door with painted black rivets was open. 
Boniface didn’t wait; he entered, followed by the 
other three….

* * *

Peter had been dragged from the room af-
ter the man had collected his needle from the 
treasure chest. Peter was very frightened, but 
also relieved to be out of the room. They walked 
through underground corridors until they found 
an old rusted iron door. The man let him go, con-
fident that Peter had nowhere to run to.

Peter knew that he couldn’t escape there. 
His time would come; he just needed to wait for 
the right moment. The man jangled keys and the 
door unlocked noisily.

“Come on.” He dragged him roughly by his 
shirt. They got to the stairs and went up them un-
til they came to another door, this time made of 
a heavy wood—the kind you find in old castles. 
Again, he jangled his keys and opened it. This 
time there was none of the artificial lighting that 
had been in the passages and his cell. Inside, it 
was dark. Very, very dark. Peter resisted when 
the man tried to drag him in.
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“Oh, come on!” He yanked harder, and Peter 
stumbled forward. The man switched on a torch 
taken from his pocket, and they could see a little. 
They were in a crypt with a low ceiling. Tombs 
of stone with statues of knights and ladies on 
them lay all around. It was creepy, particularly 
as they had to bend over in places because the 
ceiling was so low. Peter hated small spaces; they 
made him nervous. He had been uncomfortable 
ever since he had woken in the room without 
windows. Now he knew he was underground. He 
was breathing hard and trying not to give in to 
his claustrophobia. Then they were out and in a 
great open space, lit by electric lighting and can-
dles. Peter recognised where he was. He had been 
here before. In fact, he had been here on a school 
trip. He was in Bramwell Cathedral. He had never 
seen it like this before, though. In the wooden 
pews of the church sat people. People frozen in 
time, apparently listening but not breathing, and 
at the front, a vicar at the pulpit stood in mid-
sermon, mouth open and pointing heavenwards.

“Time is stopped,” said Peter.
“Indeed. I did it with the help of the needle. 

You see, it gave me your power.” He broke off for 
a moment and talked to himself as if Peter wasn’t 
there. “Now what to do? I hope those damn fool 
witches are on top of their business.” He looked 
distracted, even worried. He hung on to Peter 
tightly and pulled him towards a door. Inside, 
a man stood with robes half over his head. His 
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clothes were all black except for the white robe 
adorning his upraised arms. He was a priest get-
ting his robes on, frozen mid-action. Peter re-
membered the name of the room they were in. 
It was the vestry, the room where the priests of 
the church got changed before and after giving 
a service. His eyes moved from the strange sight 
in the middle of the room to the windows. It was 
snowing heavily.

“How—how is that possible if time....”
“Them.”
“Boniface and Ludovico?”
“The Thief and the Collector.”
“You’re scared.”
The man turned and stared at him angrily, 

but Peter could see he wasn’t wrong.
“You know that they kill. Have killed.” Peter 

stayed silent. “Back in World War Two, there was 
a branch of the German government called the 
Ahnenerbe. They were dedicated to finding mag-
ic. They crossed the Thief and the Collector or Der 
Dieb and Der Sammler, as they called them. I have 
a diary from that time. You can sense the terror 
as they killed their way through the Ahnenerbe. 
Scared? We should all be scared.” He went silent. 
Peter wanted to dismiss what the man had said, 
but there was something that rang of the truth. 
He wasn’t sure what to make of it.

“What will you do?” he asked.
“Never you mind, boy. I know, that is enough.” 

Peter didn’t like the sound of that.
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The pews were full of unmoving people sitting 
and listening to a frozen-in-time vicar paused in 
the middle of a sermon. It was weird, but Erin 
wasn’t thinking about it much. They were getting 
closer to Peter and danger. She felt uncertain.

* * *

They had been there for quite a while. The 
man was getting more and more nervous. He had 
started to pace the floor, walking around the vic-
ar as he did so. He also started to mumble to him-
self. “Where are they?” was one thing he said and 
then, “Hurry up, damn it!” Then, oddly, he added, 
“They can see us now.” He noticed Peter watch-
ing him and stopped. Glaring at him, Peter looked 
away. He was hungry, as he hadn’t eaten for a 
while. The growl of his stomach and his fear were 
creating a burning sensation that was difficult to 
ignore. The vestry door opened. The man smiled 
for a second, but only for a second. He grabbed 
Peter by the arm and pulled him to him, point-
ing the long sharp needle at his neck. The man’s 
grip was tight and painful, and he could feel the 
tip pushing at his neck. However, he wasn’t pay-
ing that much attention to these things, because 
in the doorway stood Boniface. The Thief had ar-
rived. His all black clothes and his dark eyes made 
him look menacing. Peter could hear the man’s 
breathing, ragged and heavier than it should be. 
He could sense his fear.
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“He’s here,” said a calm Boniface. Behind the 
Thief stood Erin, Ludovico, and Aunt Polly.

“Vernon?” said Aunt Polly. So that was his 
name! thought Peter. He didn’t say anything as all 
four entered the vestry in front of them.

“Peter? Are you alright?” asked Polly. Peter 
just nodded.

“Where are your minions? The so-called 
witches?” asked Ludovico.

“Who is who?” was the strange reply.
“Pardon?” asked a surprised Ludovico.
“Are you the Thief or the Collector?”
“I am the Collector.” Vernon spun round to 

face Boniface, still clutching Peter and the vi-
cious-looking needle.

“So, Thief, I know you. You did the killing,” 
said Vernon tensely. Sweat glistened on his brow.

“Careful. Frightened people can do frighten-
ing things. No one will hurt you,” said Boniface.

“I know you. I read Wolfgang Meltzer’s diary. 
He called you Der Dieb. Der Dieb der Seelen, The 
Thief of Souls. I know you killed off his people, 
and probably him.” All turned to look at Boniface, 
but it was Ludovico who spoke.

“That was different,” he said quietly, then 
added, “We were at war.”

Boniface spoke, “The SS men were evil. They 
tortured and murdered men, women and chil-
dren. Extreme measures were required to stop 
them getting objects such as the one you are mis-
using now.”
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“No regrets?” asked Vernon sneeringly.
“Release the boy!” Boniface replied, ignoring 

the question.
“He is still a counter on the board. Sorry; I 

keep him for now.”
“Is that all you see him as, Vernon? A counter 

in a game? He is a boy. A child. What happened to 
you? To the man I married?” Peter couldn’t see 
Vernon’s face from where he was being held, and 
he wondered if those heartfelt words from his ex-
wife had any impact on him.

“You were always too soft, Polly. Too much 
of a dreamer. You were never ready to take the 
necessary steps to make the dream of magic, real 
magic, happen. Dear god, Polly, I stopped time! 
Me! I commanded, and it stopped!” Peter could 
see Polly’s astonished face.

“There’s no such thing as magic. That delu-
sion has lead you to kidnap an innocent boy, and 
threatening his life....”

Boniface cut his friend off mid-sentence. “It 
isn’t too late. Hand over the boy and the needle 
peacefully, and we will help you escape without 
facing the kidnapping charge that the police will 
level against you.”

“I don’t think so. Erin and Polly may believe 
you, but I know more of you.”

“You are a fool, and a stubborn one at that,” 
said Polly angrily.

“Move! Go on! Or I’ll stab the boy. Back out 
the door! Enter the cathedral and sit in the front 
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row! That’s it.” He walked forward as he spoke, 
and the four backed out in front of him and Peter. 
The four of them sat down on the front row next 
to small numbers of frozen people, who were 
listening to the statue-like vicar with his hand 
pointing at the elaborate stone ceiling.

“That’s better. I can see you all now,” said Ver-
non.

“Mim, Lola and Fay. Where are they, Vernon?” 
asked Polly.

“Good question,” he said, smiling. “How is 
your mother, Erin?”

No one moved. Peter felt the tight hold again. 
Vernon tensed. Peter felt it in the muscle of his 
arms. He had set something in motion, and what-
ever it was, it wasn’t good.

“How is my mother?” asked Erin, surprised. 
“My mother?” she repeated, her eyes getting 
larger.

“Erin don’t listen to him! He’s up to some-
thing,” said Peter. Vernon pushed the needle in a 
little more, and Peter winced. Erin looked at Pe-
ter, full of regret.

“I’m sorry, Peter. It’s my mum.” She got up and 
sprinted for the exit and home. Polly followed, 
shouting, “Erin! Wait up!”

Ludovico looked at Boniface and said, “You’d 
better go. Peter is right: it’s a trap.” 

Boniface nodded and turned to Vernon. “I’d 
stop smiling; we haven’t even finished round 
one.” He looked down at Peter and smiled. “Chin 
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up, Peter, you’re going home soon.” He disap-
peared after Polly and Erin.

“And then there were two,” said Vernon, more 
relaxed. It was then that Peter had an idea. If he 
had the power to stop time, could he start it again? 
He shut his eyes and tried to find that feeling he 
had when time froze. He wracked his memory. It 
wasn’t easy, and while he tried, he was vaguely 
aware of Ludovico talking. “....what is it you hope 
to achieve....” then “....your worldview is too cyni-
cal...” followed by “.....it can’t work...” Then he felt 
it, the strange feeling when time had frozen. This 
time it started in his head, travelled down his 
neck, into his chest, legs, feet and finally his toes. 
A woman screamed.
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Chapter 20: Peter

Peter opened his eyes. A woman in the front 
row had let out the scream, and there was confu-
sion everywhere. It must have looked like ghosts 
appearing to the congregation. Peter had suc-
ceeded, and time was moving normally again.

“He has a boy,” someone shouted. Peter felt 
the tightness of Vernon’s grip loosen and he 
broke free, falling headlong into an old man in 
the front row. As he untangled himself, Ludovico 
jumped between Peter and Vernon.

 “Ow!” shouted Ludovico, and Peter could see 
Vernon withdrawing the needle from Ludovico’s 
arm and sticking it into his own.

Vernon’s eyes went wide with realization as 
the new power flooded him. He moved off quick-
ly to one side of the cathedral. Ludovico tried to 
catch up to him. However, Vernon was younger, 
faster and stronger than Ludovico.

There was a strange crunching noise, and 
in the wall of the cathedral, a black door with a 
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red leopard’s head knocker appeared sudden-
ly. Above it, still swinging, was a sign that read 
‘Bottega’. Vernon froze for a moment in front of 
the door. Ludovico caught up to him, but Vernon 
turned and threw a punch at Ludovico, which 
connected neatly with his jaw. He collapsed un-
conscious on the floor. Vernon grinned and disap-
peared into the shop. The door made that unnat-
urally loud noise Peter remembered from before 
when it shut. The moment the door closed, it dis-
appeared with another crunching noise.

Peter rushed over to the prone Ludovico. He 
shook him, yelling, “Ludovico, Ludovico, come 
on! He has the shop!” Ludovico groaned, his 
eyes still shut. People were starting to gather. 
He heard someone say, “Get the police!” Another, 
“Are you alright?” The priest who had wandered 
over simply said, “What on earth was that door?”

Ludovico opened his eyes. He stood up, his 
legs wobbly. Luckily, he hadn’t hit his head on the 
floor, as the rucksack on his back had cushioned 
his fall. Even so, he wasn’t very steady on his feet. 
Peter put his shoulder under his arm to secure 
him.

“Ludovico, he took the shop.”
Ludovico rubbed his jaw. “Not for long; that 

needle doesn’t take all the power away, it just 
borrows some.” As he finished the sentence, the 
crunching noise returned and the door and its 
sign reappeared in the wall. “You stay here, Peter. 
I’ll go get him.”



165

“I’m coming with you.”
“No, it’s too dangerous.”
“I know. Believe me, I know, but I have some 

control over my power. I think you may need my 
help.”

Ludovico gave him a hard stare, trying to 
gauge Peter. “Sadly, you may have a point. But 
you must do as I say. Our lives may depend upon 
it.” Peter nodded in agreement.

The priest who had been listening said, “I 
think you should wait for the police.”

“And what would the police do, exactly?” 
Ludovico grabbed Peter’s hand and they entered 
the door to the shop.

The usual: total black, and then through the 
doors into the main hall. Inside there was no Ver-
non, but one of the other doors was open. Peter 
felt butterflies in his stomach. He remembered 
how cruel Vernon had been to him and his con-
stant fear during these last days. He felt his knees 
tremble and was grateful that Ludovico didn’t 
notice. He felt embarrassed by his fear.

Ludovico patted Peter on the shoulder. “I 
need to go in after him. Do you want to stay here 
and wait?”

“No, I’ll come. But….”
“But what?”
“How are we going to stop him? He is bigger 

and stronger than us.”
Ludovico took off his rucksack and put it on 

the floor. He looked up at Peter as he knelt over 
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it. “It’s not him I’m worried about.”
“Huh?”
Ludovico took a deep breath, “Inside that 

door is the Library of Alexandria...or more accu-
rately, an exact copy of it.”

“The Library of Alexandria?”
“Yes, it was a wonder of the ancient world. A 

giant library in Alexandria, Egypt that contained 
the written knowledge of the ancient world until 
it burned down in a fire in the 4th century AD.”

“Why do we have a copy?”
Ludovico ignored the ‘we’ but smiled when 

he replied, “Well, we aren’t sure, as it was here 
when I arrived. But what is certain is that it is 
guarded.”

“Guarded?”
“Yes, by what Boniface calls a revenant.”
“A revenant? What’s that?”
“An evil spirit. Which is nonsense. I person-

ally think that it is some form of energy device 
set as a defence.”

“What does it do?”
“Tries to kill all who enter.”
“Oh.”
Ludovico opened the rucksack and took out 

some small, round objects. He gave them to Peter. 
“This is your job. When I say so, you throw them 
at the floor. They are flash bombs. The thing, 
whatever it is, hates bright lights. Remember it 
isn’t visible, but luckily for us, it’s very clumsy so 
you can usually hear it.”
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“Usually?” asked Peter. Ludovico shrugged. 
Peter worriedly took the flash bombs, put some 
in his pockets, and held a few. “What about Ver-
non?”

“Well, if he is still alive....” He stopped his sen-
tence raised his hands in the air. Out of the floor, 
a thin white marble rapier sword rose. He put his 
hand in the ornate hilt and raised it from the floor. 
Its slim white blade was brilliantly polished, with 
a razor sharp tip. “This rapier should give us the 
edge. Get it? The edge,” grinned Ludovico.

“Do you know how to use it?”
“I learned to hold my first sword at 6. My fa-

ther paid for lessons with a fencing master, and I 
have had, what, quite a few centuries of practice, 
and still Boniface can’t beat me.”

“Okay.”
Ludovico slung his rucksack back on his 

shoulders, sticking out his plump stomach as he 
did so. “Come on then, let’s get him out of there 
before it carves him up into little bits.”

At this, Peter swallowed hard, but followed 
Ludovico through the door.
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Chapter 21: Mum!

Erin sped out of the cathedral into the snow 
and across the bridge. The snow was still fall-
ing quite heavily, and she had to wipe her hand 
across her face as she went. The cold and wet 
stung her face, and she was panting hard as she 
sprinted, completely unaware of Polly and Boni-
face behind her. Mum, they can’t hurt mum! Don’t 
hurt mum!

Halfway across the bridge, she was sprinting 
ankle-deep in snow on the main road when unex-
pectedly, the cars started moving. Right in front 
of her, a snow-covered grey people-carrier was 
coming her way. She was seconds from being run 
over when something hit her from the side, and 
she tumbled onto the pavement off the road. The 
fall hurt, and she grazed her knees and elbows, 
but whoever had hit her had also cushioned the 
blow of the tarmac with their own body.

In her ear, Boniface whispered, “Are you 
okay?” He had somehow got to her at an inhu-
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man speed. If it had been anyone else, she would 
have said it was impossible, but she had learned 
to expect the impossible from the strange man. 
He helped her onto her feet and dusted off the 
snow.

Aunt Polly made it across the road. “Are you 
alright? My god, you could have been killed!” She 
hugged Erin to her. It was while being hugged 
that Erin noticed people moving about. Time 
had started again. She could see over her aunt’s 
shoulder a man on the other side of the road, 
looking amazed at the snow covering his feet, 
and he brushed the light covering off his hair.

“This will look like magic to them all. A great 
mystery to be talked about for many years. They 
have blinked, and there is a blanket of snow,” said 
Boniface.

Erin ignored his statement. “My mum, Boni-
face?”

“You’d better lead the way to your home, 
Erin. Don’t run. We must take care, and haste will 
not serve us well where we are unsure of what 
awaits us.”

“Listen to him, Erin. You nearly got run over,” 
said Aunt Polly, full of concern. They started to 
walk, with Erin and Aunt Polly in the lead and 
Boniface behind. Erin’s elbows and knees hurt 
her.

“He will have sent the so-called witches,” said 
Boniface from behind them as they walked.

“To do what?” asked Polly.
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“A good question. They didn’t appear the kind 
that might kill,” said the Thief. Erin shuddered, 
“I’m not so sure. Mim was quite creepy, and that 
Fay looked really scary.”

“Even so, I am not convinced. I know a kill-
er when I see one. I am also sure that Vernon 
wouldn’t risk using them for something so ex-
treme. He couldn’t trust them to follow through. 
They must have a different intention.” They left 
the bridge and started walking at the top of High 
Street. As they started to walk down the road 
with the cathedral to their backs, Polly spoke. 
“They may not have to kill. A little kidnapping 
would be all they needed to distract Erin and me. 
Look, we have split up, and now Vernon only has 
Peter and Ludovico to deal with...just by him sug-
gesting something is going to happen to my sis-
ter. He also gets rid of the witches while he makes 
his escape.” She paused for a moment and spoke 
half to herself, “Escape to where, and why? I still 
can’t work out what Vernon is up to.”

Boniface thought for a moment. “Firstly, there 
is no only Peter and Ludovico. That is an earth-
shattering combination of power. I suspect it was 
Peter who started time again, because Vernon 
has nothing to gain from it. And Ludovico, well, 
you only ever underestimate him once, if you live. 
As for Vernon, I think he is passed being rational 
and he has become insane. I am curious, though; I 
sensed something else behind your words, Polly.”

“I confided in Lola about Erin’s Mum, my sis-
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ter. I was worried and upset and needed some-
one to talk to.”

“Aunt Polly, what did you tell her?”
“She seemed so friendly, and I needed friend-

ly,” said Polly, sounding upset with herself.
“Kindly explain, please,” said Boniface.
Erin took a breath. “My mum was having 

trouble looking after me. School started to no-
tice, and they phoned social services. They took 
me to Aunt Polly’s. They will let mum come and 
stay with us if she....”

“Ah, I see,” said Boniface, “if your mum can’t 
report to social services and goes missing, they 
will assume nothing has changed and will not 
permit her to stay with you.”

“I’m sorry, Erin, I didn’t...” Polly tailed off, but 
Erin didn’t answer. She was very unhappy that 
her aunt had talked to a stranger about such an 
important thing. She felt let down.

“Well, our course of action is clear then: we 
must retrieve your mother at all costs, Erin.”

They continued to walk in silence. Erin 
strolled in front, no longer holding Aunt Polly’s 
hand. She would have been really angry if she 
hadn’t been so worried about her mum. They 
came to a small alley, and Erin turned to see if 
there was any traffic. She didn’t cross the road. 
“Aunt Polly?”

“Yes, Erin?”
“Isn’t that Lola’s van?” Erin pointed down the 

alleyway to the Volkswagen camper van.
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“Yes, it is.”
Boniface had already gone down the alley 

ahead of the two of them. Erin and Polly followed 
slowly. He moved quietly but swiftly, and it wasn’t 
long before he was crouching behind the back of 
the van. He waited for Erin and Polly to catch up. 
When she arrived, Erin crouched next to him and 
said, “So you sent them to Tahiti.”

“How do you know that?” he whispered. Erin 
pointed at a colourful bumper sticker that said 
‘Surf Tahiti!’ He grinned back at her.

“Next time, send them to Mars,” added Polly.
“There will be no next time. You only cross 

the Thief and the Collector once.”
Erin and Polly looked at each other. “I’m glad 

we haven’t,” said Polly. Their voices had been get-
ting louder as they talked, and at the end of Pol-
ly’s comment, the van started to move from side 
to side. They could hear a muffled voice from in-
side.

“Mum!” said Erin. Boniface swiftly moved to 
the side of the van and tried to open the sliding 
door. It wouldn’t budge. It was locked. He gripped 
the door tighter and pulled again. This time there 
was a snapping noise as the lock broke and the 
door slid open. All three rushed to the tied and 
gagged person on the floor of the van. It was a 
thin woman.

“Mum, mum, don’t worry, mum. We are here 
to rescue you.”

Boniface turned her over gently so he could 
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see her. The woman stared, wide-eyed with fear, 
at Boniface. It wasn’t Erin’s mum. It was a very 
scared-looking Fay. Boniface turned to Erin and 
Polly and said, “Get in.” Once they had swung 
their legs into the van, Boniface gently slid the 
door back and it clunked shut.

Erin couldn’t keep her disappointment out 
of her voice. “You. Why you? Where’s mum?” 
Aunt Polly gently untied the handkerchief being 
used as a gag in her mouth. Fay let out a relieved 
breath. “Please don’t hurt me! They have gone for 
your mum! I heard them talking.”

“Them?” asked Boniface coldly.
Fay looked fearfully at Boniface. “Mim and 

Lola.”
“What are they going to do with her?”
“Drug her and take her away. I overheard 

them.”
“How could you hear them? Weren’t you fro-

zen in time?” asked Erin.
“Maybe I got added into his exception with 

Mim and Lola. I always get overlooked.” She spat 
on the floor. Polly wrinkled her nose in disgust.

“Why are you tied up like this?” asked Boni-
face.

“I told them. Stupid plan. Vernon thinks he’s 
clever. He’s not; he’s just nuts. Crazy people make 
crazy choices. You two. You and the Collector are 
too strong. Also, also...”

“What?” asked Polly gently.
“Things changed for me in Tahiti. My—my 
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priorities changed.”
Boniface reached out and put his hands 

around Fay’s head. Erin gasped, “Boniface, what 
are you doing?”

A terrified Fay pleaded, “Please, don’t hurt 
me, please!”

“Repeat what you just said,” ordered Boni-
face.

“Don’t hurt me, please.”
“Not that, before that.”
“Th...things changed for me in Tahiti. Please 

don’t hurt me, I’m not the same. I’m changed,” 
pleaded a frightened Fay.

Boniface released her. “She’s telling the truth.”
Polly swallowed hard. The tension had gotten 

to everyone. “How do you know?”
“When people lie, their bodies change subtly. 

A lie detector picks up those changes when they 
are used. I have the ability to do the same thing. 
That is why I asked her to repeat her statement; I 
believe she is telling the truth.”

“Some people have been known to beat lie 
detectors.”

“I’m better than any machine. Trust me, she is 
telling the truth.” He turned away from Polly and 
bent low over Fay, “Can you drive this camper 
van?”

“Yes, yes,” replied Fay.
“Can you start it without a key?”
Fay nodded.
“Good.” Boniface untied her hands and feet.
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“Are you sure about this? Do we really need 
her? Can’t you get your blue imp thing to stop 
time again?”

Fay rubbed her wrists and ankles where she 
had been tied. She was relieved, but still wary of 
Boniface.

He spoke. “Unfortunately, Guido is only small, 
and he needs time to rest between charges. His 
waking us up means that he must sleep for some 
time before he can be called on again. We need 
the camper van to move about quickly and un-
dercover. I don’t drive, and neither do you, Polly, 
so Fay becomes important to our business to-
day. Besides, I don’t think she will betray us. Will 
you?”

Fay shook her head, looking worriedly at 
Boniface. He frowned, “Fear is a very unreliable 
motivator. I will make a deal with you, Fay. Help 
us, and when this is over, Ludovico and I will take 
you back to Tahiti.”

Fay tried her best to smile but, as usual, failed, 
“You’ve got a deal.”
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Chapter 22: The Great Library

Ludovico led the way, backpack on his back 
and white marble rapier in his hand. Peter fol-
lowed, feeling nervous. His hands sweated hold-
ing the small flash bombs. He looked about, wait-
ing for some sort of monster to leap out at them. 
Vernon didn’t seem so scary now that he had 
some sort of evil spirit-type thing to worry about.

They entered the Great Hall of the Library. Pe-
ter could smell dust and the old parchment. It re-
minded him of the smell of his granddad’s shed, 
which was full of old newspapers in cardboard 
boxes. The room was a mixture of multi-coloured 
marble slab, white limestone and yellow sand-
stone. A rectangular pool of water was in the 
exact centre of the huge room. Massive columns 
held the high ceiling, and on each column was a 
statue of the Pharaoh Ptolemy, who had set up 
the Library. The hall was lit, but strangely, it was 
unclear where the light was coming from. Large, 
unlit candles stood around the hall, away from 
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the sides of the room. The light, though bright 
enough to allow vision, was a little gloomy, like 
early dusk on a summer’s evening.

“This place always amazes me,” said Ludovico 
quietly.

“It is certainly spectacular,” replied Peter.
“It’s more than that. It contains the knowl-

edge of the ancient world. The combined knowl-
edge of Greece, Egypt, Babylon and more is here. 
When it burnt down, it took the whole knowl-
edge of the ancient world with it.”

“Have you read any of the books in here?”
“Tried to, but you can’t take them past the 

door back into the shop, and the thing won’t let 
you stop long enough to read.”

“The thing?”
“Yes, we must be quiet. Really quiet; it has 

good hearing.”
“Okay,” whispered Peter.
“Come on, let’s get looking.”
Ludovico and Peter walked into the next 

chamber. There was an eerie silence everywhere. 
It was so quiet that they could hear the sounds 
of their own footsteps, which made Peter even 
more nervous. He couldn’t imagine how the thing 
couldn’t hear them. The next room contained 
racks and racks of wooden shelves full of papyrus 
scrolls. Ludovico walked over to the rack along 
the wall and looked at a small wooden label at-
tached to end of a scroll. “We are in the Geometry 
section,” he said, reading it.
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There was the sound of feet walking on mar-
ble floor. Ludovico put his finger to his lips to let 
Peter know he had to be quiet. He didn’t need to 
be told. He was so still and quiet that he could 
hear his own heartbeat. The sound of the foot-
steps got louder, and suddenly they stopped. 
Peter heard Vernon’s voice nearby, “What is this 
place? So many scrolls. So much knowledge and 
power. This could make anyone a great wizard if 
you knew the contents. I need to find time. Time 
to get them translated....”

Ludovico stepped out in front of Vernon, cut-
ting him off in his conversation with himself. 
Peter followed him. He could see Vernon’s as-
tonished face as he looked at Ludovico and then 
down at his strange sword.

“You two!”
“Yes, us,” replied Ludovico calmly.
“How ingenious. A marble sword,” said Ver-

non loudly.
“I think your little visit to my shop is over. 

Time to visit the police.”
Vernon’s face changed when he heard the 

word police. He frowned, “I don’t think so.” He 
picked two scrolls, one in each hand, from a near-
by rack. He threw them one at a time. Ludovico 
used his sword to knock them away. The sound of 
the scrolls hitting the floor echoed loudly.

“Quiet, man, or we’ll all be in trouble,” said a 
worried-looking Ludovico.

“Why? What are you afraid of?” Vernon 
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grinned wickedly. “Come on, then!! Whatever 
you are, we’re here!”

“You fool,” whispered Ludovico, angry.
Crash! Peter jumped. Something big had fall-

en over. Vernon’s wicked grin disappeared, and 
suddenly he looked frightened.

“What is it?” he asked.
“Something that kills. Something you can’t 

see and something that you can’t reason with,” 
replied Ludovico.

“What is this place?!” asked a now scared Ver-
non.

“The Library of Alexandria.”
“But that isn’t possible; it burnt down thou-

sands of years ago!” said Vernon loudly, his eyes 
staring wildly at Ludovico.

“Be quiet, man. If you want to live, do as you 
are told.”

Crash!! This time it was definitely closer. Peter 
wondered what it had knocked down. Ludovico 
was right: it was clumsy.

“Peter, are you ready with the flash bombs?”
“Y…yes,” he stuttered, his nerves starting to 

fray.
“Errrrrrr, mmmmmm, errrrrrrr, mmmmmm,” 

came a moaning noise. It started low in the dis-
tance at first, but got louder and louder. It was 
the kind of sound movie zombies made. The hairs 
on the back of Peter’s neck raised. Vernon looked 
terrified. Ludovico was calm. He tilted his head 
slightly to listen more carefully, as if judging the 
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distance and location of the thing getting closer 
to them. He didn’t appear to be frightened at all.

“Not yet,” he whispered. “When I say so, we 
run for the exit. Nobody stops or they are dead. 
We should be faster than it if we keep going.”

The moaning got much louder. Peter would 
later swear that he could feel its presence. It 
was as if suddenly there was a weight in space, 
one you couldn’t touch or see, but somehow you 
sensed it was there.

“Now throw them, Peter!”
Peter threw both flash bombs straight at the 

floor. Bang! Bang! Two blinding flashes that hurt 
the eyes followed. The moan turned into a terri-
ble high-pitched screech and then a roar of anger.

“Run! Run!!” bellowed Ludovico. Vernon was 
already gone, sprinting back through the Great 
Hall. Peter followed Vernon as best as he could. 
Vernon’s legs were longer than his and more 
muscular, and he was soon way ahead. Even still, 
the fear that filled his body made Peter run faster 
than he had ever remembered. Faster than even 
on sports day last year, when he came second 
in his heat. Ludovico was close behind him. Be-
tween Ludovico’s out-of-breath panting, he could 
hear him shout, “Keep going! Quickly, through 
the door. Into the shop!”

Behind Ludovico, there was another crashing 
sound as the creature ploughed straight through 
a shelf full of scrolls as it charged after them. It 
was still roaring.
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Vernon ran straight through the pool in the 
great hall, sloshing water everywhere. Peter and 
then Ludovico followed. Vernon was through the 
door first, back into the main hall of the Shop 
and out of the Library. Peter followed, his socks 
and the bottom of his trousers soaking. Ludovico 
came last, gasping for breath. He wasn’t very fit. 
He dropped his sword and pushed the door hard. 
It shut with a slam! Behind the door, they could 
still hear the roar until it changed in sound, be-
coming a whimper and a whine, like a dog shut 
outside from home. After a short while, it went 
quiet.

“Can I have your attention?” Peter turned 
round to see Vernon standing, holding the white 
marble rapier. It was pointed straight at Peter’s 
throat.



182

Chapter 23: The Rescuers

The engine of the camper van spluttered to 
life. Fay, who sat in the driver’s seat, changed gear, 
checked her mirror and pulled out. In the back, 
Polly, Erin and Boniface sat keeping a low profile.

“You don’t drive, Boniface?” asked Polly.
“No, never learned. Can ride a horse and drive 

a carriage. Having a shop that can go anywhere 
instantly makes you lazy to learn. Besides, the 
car is a relatively new invention for me.”

“Exactly how old are you?” asked Polly.
“He remembered meeting someone called 

Marco Polo,” added Erin, who had been listening in.
Polly turned, surprised, to Boniface. “That 

would make you at least 800.”
“At least,” said Boniface, not wanting to give 

his age away. The camper van turned a corner, 
shuffling the three of them towards one side of 
the van. They were sitting on the carpeted floor. 
Inside was a little kitchen opposite the sliding 
door, and a bed space at the back.
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Boniface changed the conversation. “So, what 
changed in Tahiti, Fay?”

Fay didn’t turn her head round as she an-
swered, “I met someone.”

“Someone?” asked Polly.
“A man,” added Fay. Erin and Polly looked 

at each other, hardly believing what they were 
hearing. Fay in a romance seemed even stranger 
than Boniface’s age.

“But...” started Polly, but was cut off by the 
look on Boniface’s face. He was clearly taking it 
seriously.

“Ah, the oldest and strongest motivator of all: 
love,” he said soothingly. Fay didn’t answer; she 
just shrugged as she drove. Erin wanted to giggle 
as she tried to picture Fay kissing a man. Polly 
tittered behind her hands and Boniface rolled 
his eyes, disapproving of their humour at Fay’s 
expense. Fay pulled in, stopped the engine and 
applied the handbrake. She turned round in her 
seat to speak to all three sat down behind her.

“We’re here.”
Erin looked out of the van window at the op-

posite side of the road. It was her and her mum’s 
apartment building. As she leaned over to look 
up at the building, she saw the curtain in her 
mum’s bedroom move. For a second, she rec-
ognised Mim’s face looking out before it disap-
peared back into the flat.

“They’re in the flat; I saw Mim. She must have 
seen the van.”
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“So what now?” asked Fay. They all turned 
and looked at Boniface, waiting for his answer.

“I wish I had a brilliant and subtle plan like 
Ludovico would probably have for this situation. 
Unfortunately, I can’t for the life of me think of 
one. The only thing I can think of is going straight 
up the stairs, confronting Mim and Lola and res-
cuing Erin’s mum,” said Boniface.

Fay shrugged her thin shoulders.
“You’d better lead,” said Polly, “and Erin had 

better stay.”
“No way,” said Erin, “it’s my mum.”
“But darling…” replied Polly.
“No buts! I’m going.”
“She has the right,” said Boniface quietly.
“Lead on,” said Fay.
They left the van, and they could see Lola’s 

pretty face looking out of the window of the apart-
ment above them on the opposite street. She was 
talking as she peered out, and Erin wondered 
what she was saying. She wondered if she was 
talking to her mum. I hope they haven’t hurt her, 
she thought. Boniface had been looking up too, 
and bowed in a most regal way to Lola. She dis-
appeared from the window straight away. Oddly, 
it gave Erin confidence. All of a sudden, she felt 
like they couldn’t lose. Fay was right: how could 
a couple of kooky ladies who thought they were 
witches defeat Boniface, the Thief? Boniface, the 
man who had fought and killed Nazis and had 
lived a life of strange adventure for at least 800 
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years. Boniface had stopped bowing and had 
moved to the door of the apartment block. Erin 
followed behind with Fay and Polly. “We live on 
the third floor,” she said.

“Third floor it is,” said Boniface, moving on 
and up the staircase two steps at a time. Everyone 
else tried to stay with him. It wasn’t easy keep-
ing up, and soon they were puffing loudly behind 
him. Then he stopped. They nearly collided with 
him, as his stop was so sudden. Above them, on 
the second-floor landing, stood Mim. She pointed 
a wooden wand at him... the very same wand that 
Vernon had given her as payment for helping him 
with the kidnapping of Peter.

With a crazy look in her eyes, she said, “Well, 
Thief, time to let the wolves run.” From the wand, 
a pale shadow formed and slowly took on the 
shape of a wolf. It grew fur and took solid form 
and snarled nastily. The fur on its back raised. 
Mim’s legs nearly buckled under her, and she 
grabbed a nearby railing to stop herself from fall-
ing.

“Don’t, not again,” said Boniface. His voice 
sounded concerned and not frightened. Mim 
misunderstood why he had spoken. She laughed 
wickedly, “Now it is me who has the power, and 
you fear me.” Again, a pale shadow appeared and 
turned into another snarling wolf. Mim collapsed 
onto the floor of the landing and didn’t move. 
The two wolves ignored the collapsed Mim and 
moved towards Boniface, slowly growling and 
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snarling all the time. Boniface stepped up the 
stairs onto the landing. The wolves howled, their 
voices echoing up and down the stairwell. Erin 
could see them tense their muscles, readying 
to pounce on Boniface. They let go and leapt at 
him, their sharp-toothed jaws ready to rip out 
his throat. Boniface raised his arms wide and 
his clothes split off him. His body grew fur and 
in a moment, Boniface became a massive Ko-
diak bear standing on his hind legs. The wolves 
couldn’t move out of the way fast enough as eight 
feet of bear slashed out with its huge paws, roar-
ing at them as it did so. Erin put her hands over 
her ears as the sound of roaring bear and whim-
pering, snarling and growling wolves was deaf-
ening. Horrible crunching sounds, whining and 
then silence. 

The bear let out a huge bellow of victory as 
two dead wolves lay on the landing, and trans-
formed back into a naked Boniface. He turned to 
Erin and the two women behind him. “Are you all 
alright?” In shock, they nodded, as none of them 
could speak. It was then that Polly noticed that 
handsome Boniface wasn’t wearing any clothes. 
She quickly covered Erin’s eyes with her hands.

“Boniface you’re, you’re naked,” she said.
“Are you alright, Boniface?” asked Erin, trying 

to look through her Aunt Polly’s fingers.
“He looks fine to me,” said Fay.
“Apologies, ladies; Ludovico left me some-

thing for just such an emergency. Now, where is 
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it? Oh, yes, here.” Polly moved her hand away from 
Erin’s eyes. Boniface was fully dressed again and 
looking calm and fully human. Her aunt, though, 
was blushing, and Fay seemed to have the closest 
thing to a smile her face could manage.

“Boniface, how did you do that?!” asked Erin.
“No time now,” said Boniface, stepping over 

the dead wolves and moving over to Mim. He bent 
over her and touched her neck. Her eyes stared 
open at the ceiling; she was neither breathing 
nor moving. Erin could see her clearly. 

“Don’t come too close; she’s dead,” Boniface 
warned. Erin shivered at these words. She’d nev-
er seen a dead person before, and it made her 
feel a little sick to the stomach.

“The fall?” asked Polly.
“No…” he picked up the wand and put it in 

his jacket pocket. “…a dangerous thing. It takes 
life energy from the user to create its effects. One 
wolf injured her. Two was too much and killed 
her outright. It took all of her life force.” Boni-
face didn’t look behind him, but got up and con-
tinued going up the stairs to the third floor. Erin 
carefully stepped around Mim and followed him 
up to the door of her mum’s flat. Aunt Polly and 
Fay came directly behind her. At the door, Erin 
stepped in front of Boniface and took out her key 
and unlocked it.

He smiled politely, “Thank you, Erin. Perhaps 
I should go first. There is still Lola.”

Fay snorted, “After what I just saw, there’s 
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nothing we have to be worried about from Lola. 
What is she gonna do, throw a hairbrush?”

“Even so,” replied Boniface before stepping 
into the apartment first.

From beneath his arm, Erin could see the liv-
ing room window open. “Boniface! The window!” 
she called. They both ran to the open window 
and looked out. On the ledge below on the sec-
ond floor, Lola was climbing down. She looked 
more than a little wobbly, and she wasn’t at all 
properly dressed in a tight black skirt and white 
angora sweater. She had taken her high-heeled 
shoes off and was climbing down barefoot in the 
cold and snow. Erin could hear her crying. She 
was obviously frightened.

“Let’s leave her—she is no longer any threat,” 
said Boniface thoughtfully. That made Erin feel a 
bit better; she didn’t hate Lola.

“Erin!” shouted Aunt Polly from inside. Mum! 
She thought and brought her head back in from 
the window. She sprinted after her aunt’s voice, 
which was coming from her mum’s bedroom. 
Her aunt sat on her mum’s double bed, holding 
her hand. Her mum wasn’t moving, and her eyes 
were shut.

“Is she? Is she?” asked Erin, hardly able to say 
the words.

“She’s breathing, but I can’t wake her up!” 
said Polly in a panic.

Erin rushed onto the bed and hugged her mum. 
“Mum, Mum, come on, wake up! It’s me, Erin!”
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“They’ve drugged her,” said Fay from behind 
Erin.

“Oh, no,” groaned Erin.
Boniface walked passed Fay and knelt next to 

the bed. He touched Erin’s mum’s forehead. He 
shut his eyes, concentrating. “Yes, it’s a drug, but 
I don’t know which drug. They’ve given her too 
much. It’s working its way to her heart. If it gets 
there, it will kill her.”

“Help her, please Boniface. Please!” Erin’s 
stomach felt like it was going down a roller coaster.

“Let me just...” His face was screwed up in con-
centration. Sweat started to run down the side of 
his face. His eyes were shut tight. Erin held her 
breath. Come on, mum!

Boniface took his hand away from her fore-
head and opened his eyes. He looked, full of 
concern, at the still unconscious woman on the 
bed. “I’ve slowed it down, but we need to get to 
Ludovico, as he has a universal antidote that will 
clear it away. Otherwise, the drug will still even-
tually kill her.”

“How long?” asked Fay.
“Hard to say. Maybe an hour, possibly two.”
“Then we need to find Ludovico now,” said 

Erin, sitting up, now full of determination.
“How are we going to do that?” asked Polly, 

“She can’t easily be moved. Not to mention we 
don’t know where Ludovico is, and wherever he 
is, he has Vernon to deal with as well.”
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Chapter 24: The Moon

Peter could feel the tip of the blade against 
his neck. “Now that I have your attention, I want 
to know what is behind that door.” Vernon point-
ed to the next door along the wall. It was painted 
differently than the library door, which Peter 
noticed for the first time donned a painting of a 
lady with a book in her hand. The door Vernon 
pointed to also had a woman in the painting, but 
behind her was a large, full moon. The lady was 
holding a bow and arrow.

Ludovico gave him a hard, serious stare. “You 
don’t want to open that door.”

“Whyever not?” mocked Vernon.
“That door opens onto the moon.”
Vernon laughed, “You expect me to believe 

that? I know my Greek myths. That’s Artemis, 
huntress, often associated with magic.”

“She was also the goddess of the moon. Which 
is why we had her painted there.”

Vernon stared, crazy-eyed, at Ludovico. Those 
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eyes didn’t belong to a sane man. Something had 
gone snap inside of Vernon, realised Peter.

“Look, Vernon,” said Ludovico gently. “You 
clearly aren’t yourself. Sometimes the objects 
you have, like that needle of yours, can have some 
pretty unpleasant side effects.”

“What?!” snapped Vernon.
“For instance, the Ahnenerbe had this trea-

sure chest. Looked like something off a pirate 
ship. It hid objects from my detection, but if you 
spent too much time around it, you started to 
think everyone was out to get you. Eventually, it 
drove you crazy. We never did find that one.”

“I think I saw it where he held me prisoner,” 
said Peter.

“I thought as much.”
“Shut up! The both of you! Lies! Just like this 

door. The moon? Ridiculous. A child could see 
through it. Inside there must be some very pow-
erful magic. I want it. Do you hear, and I’ll kill to 
get it.” Peter felt the blade go a fraction deeper 
into his neck. He winced as it drew a little blood. 
Ever so slowly, Vernon edged towards the door. 
The blade moved away from Peter’s throat. 
Ludovico put out his hand across Peter’s chest 
to stop him from moving. Peter felt something 
slide over his shoes, underneath his trouser legs, 
and wrap tightly around both his ankles and his 
legs. He looked down and saw that white marble 
ropes now tightly anchoring him to the floor. He 
looked over at Ludovico, who winked at him.
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Vernon pushed hard on the door and it swung 
open. For a second he stood, astonished, looking 
out into a bright white and grey lunar landscape. 
But only for a second. The moon existed in the 
vacuum of space, and straight away, it sucked 
Vernon, screaming, out into the night. He tum-
bled end over end over the moon’s surface. The 
air whistled out from the main hall of the shop. 
Peter felt himself being pulled toward the airless 
moon, as well. His feet lifted off the ground. Only 
the marble ropes that Ludovico had ordered 
round their legs was keeping him from following 
the now quiet Vernon. Vernon was still tumbling 
end over end. Peter’s legs hurt as they tugged at 
the marble ropes. His chest felt like it was being 
pulled outwards, and his eyes felt like they were 
on stalks.

Through the door, Peter could see the lunar 
landscape: barren, cold and deadly. There were 
bare mountains, crags and craters, all black, light 
and dark grey under brilliant sunlight. Eerily in 
the distance, he could see the Earth rising like 
a giant glowing blue and white marble. It was a 
view his brain could barely comprehend.

“Peter! Peter! Stop time; it is our only chance!” 
shouted Ludovico over the roar of the escaping 
air.

“Not sure I can?!”
“Yes, you can! Our lives depend on it! C’mon! 

Try!”
Peter shut his eyes and tried to clear his mind 
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and find the sensation his body needed. It wasn’t 
easy. The air now was a powerful wind. Peter 
also knew that this was still a good sign, because 
when it all went quiet, they would have no air at 
all to breathe.

Concentrate! Concentrate!
He felt it coming. Up from his toes, legs, stom-

ach, arms and then out of the top of his head. He 
opened his eyes and it had all stopped. The air 
was no longer rushing. Ludovico was frozen mid 
shout of encouragement, and in the distance, he 
could see Vernon’s body floating lifeless above 
the moon’s surface. It wasn’t moving. He reached 
down to the marble ropes around his legs. They 
were attached solidly to the floor. He couldn’t 
move them. He wriggled and tugged, but still 
they wouldn’t budge. He was stuck!

If he started time again and got Ludovico to 
release him, he wouldn’t have time to stop time 
before he shared Vernon’s fate. If he stayed like 
this, well, he was stuck. He needed to think. He 
needed a plan. But what plan?
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Chapter 25: Erin Calling

Erin stared at her mum. Tears rolled down 
her cheeks. Come on, Mum. Not like this. Not like 
this! Polly put her arms around Erin. She couldn’t 
speak. There was nothing to say, just a quiet, 
growing sense of hopelessness.

“Erin. Erin. I need you to focus, please,” said 
Boniface.

Erin turned to Boniface, tears stinging her 
eyes. She rubbed them away.

“Do you remember that night you met 
Ludovico and me at the cafe in Cheddarington?” 
Erin nodded. “You said that the shop responded 
to you and the sign appeared.”

“Yes, I remember.”
“It’s a long shot, but try to bring the shop to 

us. It may listen to you.”
“I don’t know.”
“Need it. Demand it. Your mother’s life de-

pends on it. Give it no choice.”
“Bring it where, though?”
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“Choose a wall.”
Erin turned around, and on one side of the 

bedroom, there was a wall with nothing against 
it. She walked towards the wall and put her right 
hand on it.

“Shall I close my eyes?”
“Did you the last time?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Then I wouldn’t bother.”
Erin stared at the wall. She willed the shop. 

Demanded it. Nothing worked.
“Try reaching out and touching it with your 

mind,” said Polly.
Erin thought hard and tried to feel the door of 

the shop beneath her fingers. She tried to extend 
herself to it and let it feel her desperation. There 
was a loud crunching noise, and the wall changed 
texture and colour. It became the black door with 
a red knocker in the shape of a leopard’s  head. 
Above her, the sign swung backwards and for-
wards creakily.

Boniface picked Erin’s mum up in his arms. 
“Come on then,” he said. He entered first, then 
Erin and finally Polly and Fay. Fay was nervous, 
as this was her first time into the shop; she stood 
frozen at the door until Polly grabbed her hand. 

“Come on. I was frightened too. Let’s do it to-
gether.” They stepped through the door into the 
bodiless terror of the between worlds that was 
the true threshold to the interior of the shop. 
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Then they were into the huge, well-lit, airy hall 
with the two desks and the painted doors all 
around. They instinctively looked up to see the 
huge painting on the ceiling.

Erin was oblivious to Fay and Polly. She was 
concentrating on the scene before her. Ludovico 
was frozen in time, and one of the doors was open 
onto what looked like the moon. Peter, though, 
wasn’t frozen.

“Boniface! Boniface! Shut the door onto the 
moon,” shouted Peter.

Boniface gently placed Erin’s mum on the 
floor and rushed over to the open door. He care-
fully closed it.

Erin saw Peter shut his eyes. When he opened 
his eyes again, Ludovico shouted, “Bravo, my boy! 
Bravo!” As time resumed, the tendrils of marble 
rope unwrapped around Peter and Ludovico’s 
legs and disappeared into the floor.

“Quickly, Ludovico, Erin’s mother has been 
given an overdose. She will die without an anti-
dote. I’ve slowed it, but I can’t stop it,” Boniface 
explained.

Ludovico didn’t bother to answer. He reached 
into his trouser pocket and pulled out a ring. It 
had a clear plastic cover over a tiny pin in the 
middle. He took off the cover, leaned down over 
Erin’s mum, and jabbed it into her neck. It bled 
a tiny bit. Her mother didn’t even move. Erin 
winced on her behalf.

Ludovico looked up to Boniface. “Check,” he 
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ordered. Boniface leant over her and touched 
her forehead. He nodded, “She’s clear. The drug 
is gone.”

“She’ll sleep for a while. Enough time to get 
her home,” said Ludovico. The relief poured out 
of Erin. She hugged Ludovico.

“What happened to Vernon?” asked Polly.
When Erin had let go of Ludovico, he looked 

at Polly with a frown. “I’m sorry, dear lady, but I 
am afraid I have some bad news.”
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Chapter 26: Stories in Spring

It was a warm Sunday in April when Peter 
and his family came over for lunch at Polly’s 
house. Peter’s parents, Martin and Olivia, and his 
older brother Francis were all dressed in their 
Sunday best. The meal had been excellent. A tra-
ditional Sunday roast with all the trimmings. The 
adults drank a deep red wine. Aunt Polly called it 
a claret. The conversation at first was awkward, 
as the two families were somewhat strangers 
to each other, but the good food and the wine 
helped. Soon Aunt Polly, Peter, and Erin’s mums 
were chatting like old friends. Even Peter’s dad 
managed a few amusing comments. Francis, who 
no longer insisted on being called Spike, was ac-
tually quite pleasant company for Erin and Peter. 
He told them all about high school and suggested 
what to do and what not to do. How to fit in, and 
get on with the older kids and above all how to 
enjoy the experience. The scare of losing his little 
brother had made Francis appreciate his family 
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more. There was less anger in him, and it was a 
change Peter really liked. Rumour had it that he 
had finally managed to get a steady girlfriend. 
Something that no sensible girl would have ever 
thought about before when he was Mr. Grumpy.

Peter himself felt older, more mature, for hav-
ing had the adventure with his new friends. He 
seemed somehow different from the boy who 
was woken up in the night by Boniface all those 
months ago. Erin was happy. She had her mum 
and her aunt and friends and a secret. A secret 
about a shop and the two unique men who lived 
in it. She talked to Peter about it frequently and 
what it might mean for them both. It had made 
them close.

Things, in general, had settled since the cha-
os and adventure before Christmas. A strange 
and unreal set of events followed the resolu-
tion. They told a story to the police. The police 
investigated and got nowhere. They found a dead 
Mim, a missing Vernon and strange stories from 
Bramwell Cathedral. Ludovico had suggested 
that they didn’t mention Fay and Lola, as it would 
just complicate an already complicated story. 
Ludovico was credited with rescuing Peter from 
the catacombs beneath the cathedral, but no one 
could find him to thank him. As for an appear-
ing/disappearing door in a cathedral, massive 
and sudden snowfall and two dead wolves in an 
apartment block, no explanation was offered and 
none could be discovered. A wand, a needle and 
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a treasure chest disappeared. Not that anyone 
noticed.

Peter had told everyone that the shock of it 
all had given him selective amnesia and his kid-
napping was something of a blur. The bits and 
pieces he could remember were of little use to 
the police. Nothing was mentioned about Polly 
and Erin’s involvement. Boniface and Ludovico 
had also agreed to join in today’s meeting with 
their families on their honours as gentlemen. 
This meant little to Peter and Erin, but Polly said 
that there was nothing more important to them. 
They would die to keep such an oath. So here 
they were, finishing a great meal.

In the weeks after, Peter and Erin had tested 
their new powers under the supervision of the 
Thief and the Collector. They had learned how 
raw they were and how much they had to learn. 
Peter couldn’t stop time at all again. Boniface 
said the adrenaline of his situation had made it 
possible. Calm and in control, he couldn’t do it. 
Boniface told him not to worry; it would come 
as he got older. Erin had tried to get the shop to 
do things. It ignored her. Ludovico laughed when 
she tried. He simply said, “Do you have any idea 
how many years it took?”

Aunt Polly had been terribly upset at the 
death of Vernon. So upset that Peter had said, 
“Maybe I can turn back time before he opened the 
door. Maybe...” He’d never finished his sentence 
because Ludovico had said sadly, “Unfortunately 
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Peter, science says that two objects can move at 
different speeds and even move through time at 
different speeds, but it can never be reversed. 
What happens, happens forever. That is the true 
challenge of living. Learning to exist with your 
own past, for better or for worse.”

The meal finished with good cheer, and Aunt 
Polly rose from her seat. “Perhaps we can move 
to the sitting room.” Everyone got up and fol-
lowed Polly. Peter’s mum offered to help wash up, 
but was politely refused by Erin’s mum. They all 
settled down into the comfy chairs and sofa. Erin 
thought how much had changed since the lady 
from social services had brought her here. Peter 
remembered three scary women who thought 
themselves to be witches and the strange ques-
tions they asked him.

Eventually, everyone was seated comfortably, 
except Aunt Polly, who stood. For a moment, she 
stood quietly, contemplating what she would say 
next. She cleared her throat, “Welcome all to my 
home. I have invited you today for two reasons. 
Firstly, because Erin and Peter are such good 
friends that we thought it would be nice for the 
two families to meet. Secondly, well, uhm. There 
is something you should all know...” Aunt Polly 
proceeded to tell the true story. Haltingly at first, 
but soon she was away, her mind full of the ex-
traordinary things she had witnessed. Peter no-
ticed how uncomfortable his family was getting, 
not to mention Erin’s mum, who couldn’t believe 
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what she was hearing from her sister. At the end 
of her story, Peter’s mum stood up. “Thank you 
for the meal, but I think we will be going now.” 
Peter’s dad stood up too.

“Wait, wait till they come,” said Peter. His fam-
ily stared at him in disbelief.

Then it came. The now familiar crunching 
noise, and the wall behind where Polly stood 
turned into a black door with a red knocker in 
the shape of a leopard’s head with a sign above it 
that read ‘Botegga’. The sign swung a little.

The room was silent. All stared at it, amazed. 
The door opened, and out stepped Ludovico, 
dressed in a sharp suit, white shirt and a light 
blue tie. He and Boniface had been to a tailor in 
Milan especially for the occasion. Ludovico had 
also been to the barber’s and had his hair cut. 
Ludovico smiled at the amazed people, staring at 
them with their mouths gaping open. “Excellent, 
I am glad we are on time. My name is Ludovico, 
and I would like to show you my Shop of Curi-
osities. A place full of wonders where you can 
buy nothing but learn amazing things. My friend 
Boniface is waiting inside. We have ice cream. 
It’s fresh; we just bought it in Venice. Really, it’s 
fabulous. We shop there regularly, the best in It-
aly. Why not try some and then, say, take a tour? 
What do you say?” he finished with a huge grin. 
Erin couldn’t help it. She started to laugh.

* * *
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Far away, on the other side of the world, a 
brown-skinned middle-aged man ran from the 
warm sea with a surfboard under his arm onto 
the white sandy beach. He ran up the beach to 
a coconut tree and sat down next to a sunbath-
ing woman, his girlfriend. He smiled at her. Fay 
looked up at him and tried to smile back, but 
failed.

The End




	_GoBack

