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         Praise for

THE INFINITE LIVES OF MAISIE DAY

         
            Nominated for the 2019 CILIP Carnegie Medal

            Shortlisted for the STEAM Children’s Book Prize

            “A heartbreaking, head-melting science fiction mystery from the superlative Christopher Edge”

The Guardian

            “Wow, I wish Christopher Edge had been my science teacher. This gripping story has a magical way of distilling difficult concepts into a high-energy thriller.”

The Times, Children’s Book of the Week

            “This is the best read I’ve had in ages. Give it to any child you come across.”

Lucy Mangan

            “This book is out-of-this-world, edge-of-your-seat AMAZING!”

Lauren St John

            “No one writes books like Christopher Edge, and this is another fascinating, tender, and excellent adventure.”

Kiran Millwood Hargrave

            “Gripping, terrifying and eye-poppingly original. Grabs hold of your brain – then tugs at your heart.”

Jonathan Stroud

            “His stories mix a warm humanity with a wonderful ability to introduce us to some of the most intriguing theories about our universe.”

Robin Ince
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            For anyone who’s ever felt lost

in the woods.

            
                

            

            And for Chrissie, Alex and Josie,

as always.
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            “Where am I going? I don’t quite know.

            What does it matter where people go?

            Down to the woods where the blue-bells grow —

            Anywhere, anywhere. I don’t know.”

            
                

            

            A. A. Milne, Spring Morning
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         Once upon a time, three kids got lost in the woods.

         Sounds like a fairy story, doesn’t it?

         But what exactly is a time?

         Is it a second, a minute, an hour or a day? Or are we talking about a week, a month, a year, maybe even a lifetime?

         A blink of an eye lasts for a tenth of a second, while scientists reckon that the universe is 13.8 billion years old.

         Tick.

         Tick.

         Tick. 

         Can I tell you a secret?

         Once upon a time doesn’t exist.

         This story starts once upon a now.
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         Johnny Baines says there’s a monster in here. Dizzy thinks it might be a spy. But as I scramble up the grassy bank of bluebells at the edge of the woods, it’s hard to believe there could be anything bad here at all.

         Sunlight filters through the trees, bathing the grassy path ahead in shifting patterns of brightness. The faint breeze whispering through the leaves makes their shadows flicker like ripples on an imaginary river that’s following the path through the woods.

         Dizzy’s already striding along this, his hiccuping walk making it look like he’s forever on the verge of falling over.

         “It’s this way, Charlie,” he says, glancing back to beckon me on. “That’s where I saw the first one.”

         I nod my head, but I’m in no real hurry to catch up with Dizzy yet. This is the first time I’ve been into the woods and, for a moment, I stand absolutely still, slowly filling my senses with this place.

         From the back of our school the woods look close enough to touch, a solid bank of forest green that fills half of the horizon. When we set off I thought it would only take us ten minutes to get here, but I hadn’t reckoned on the strange zigzagging path that Dizzy took, following the edges of the fields that lie between the village and the woods.

         Most of the time we didn’t even seem to be walking in the right direction, turning right, then left, then right again, before taking a long detour around the farmhouse that marks the halfway point between the village and the trees. But when I asked Dizzy why we couldn’t just walk in a straight line, pointing out the farm track that led to the corner of the woods, he just shot me an anxious look.

         “You’ve not met Mr Jukes who owns the farm, have you?”

         I shook my head. We only moved here from London a couple of months ago. It all happened so fast. Dad lost his job and then Granddad Noon died, leaving us his house in his will. That’s when Mum and Dad decided to escape from the city and move back to this tiny village where Dad grew up. I didn’t get a say. I just had to do what I was told. I used to have friends in London, but now all I’ve got is Dizzy.

         “He’ll fetch the police if he catches you trespassing on his land,” Dizzy warned me, casting a nervous glance in the direction of Jukes’s farm. “Or set his dog on us.”

         From behind the long barn came the sound of an angry bark. That’s all I needed to hear to make me hurry up. I didn’t want to get bitten by some mangy farm animal. I’d probably catch rabies and die. The one thing I’ve learned since we moved here is that the countryside’s full of germs.

         So when we finally reached the edge of the woods, scrambling up the bank and out of sight of the farm, I breathed a sigh of relief. I say a sigh of relief, but it was actually more of a gasp as the walk had left me completely out of breath. All week the weather’s been blazing hot, but this is the hottest day yet. It’s not even June, but on the news they said if the summer carries on like this, it’ll be the hottest since records began.

         All I want to do is stop and catch my breath, but Dizzy is still striding ahead.

         “Come on,” he calls out again.

         Dizzy isn’t Dizzy’s real name by the way. It’s actually Dylan, but everyone calls him Dizzy, even our teacher, Miss James. She says it’s because he’s got a headful of sky, always staring out of the classroom window as he watches the birds fly by.

         But right now Dizzy’s gaze is fixed firmly to the floor as his lolloping walk takes him deeper into the woods. Not wanting to be left behind, I hurry to catch him up.

         Trees line the sun-dappled path like sentries, their serried ranks stretching away as far as my eye can see. In between the broad trunks I glimpse snatches of purple, white and yellow from the colourful waves of wildflowers that carpet the woodland floor. The air feels warm under the overhanging branches and the mossy grass beneath my feet puts a spring in my step as I finally catch up with Dizzy.

         “So what exactly are we looking for?” I ask.

         “A sign,” Dizzy replies, glancing up from the path. “Just like I told you I saw.” 

         Dizzy comes to the woods every day after school. He says he’s got this special place where he sits to sketch the birds that nest here. Before we moved to the countryside the only birds I ever saw were the pigeons in the park. Flying rats, Dad called them. But the back of Dizzy’s school book is filled with drawings of more birds than I even knew there ever were. Woodpeckers, willow warblers, blackcaps and song thrushes. Dizzy’s teaching me their names, pointing each one out when they flit overhead as we sit at the edge of the school field.

         That’s where we were today when he told me what he’d found in the woods. The rest of the class were playing rounders and I was supposed to be keeping deep field, but I’d got bored because nobody was hitting the ball in my direction so I’d sat down on the grass next to Dizzy.

         Dizzy doesn’t have to play games. It’s because he caught polio when he was little and it made one of his legs shorter than the other. This means Miss James just lets him sit and watch us play, but he spends most of his time drawing birds instead. That’s what he was doing when I sat down next to him on the grass.

         “What are you drawing?” I asked. 

         “Shhh,” Dizzy replied, motioning with his pencil towards the fence at the end of the field.

         Following the direction of his pencil tip, I looked up to see a plump reddish-brown bird perched on the fence’s top rung.

         “What is it?”

         “Shhh!” Dizzy whispered again, frowning as he bent his pencil to the page. “It’s a nightingale.”

         Keeping my mouth shut, I watched as Dizzy drew, his pencil strokes bringing the bird to life on the page of his exercise book. The thin curve of its beak, the black bead of its eye, the scaly lines of the feathers on its wings kept folded close to its side. It was as though Dizzy could see the shape of the nightingale hidden on the page and was just tracing this invisible outline.

         And then the nightingale sang.

         Opening its beak wide, a rich stream of whistles and trills burst out of the bird. I stared at the nightingale, astonished. Another flurry of notes rang out from its beak, even faster than the first – this liquid melody quickly rising to a crescendo. Then the nightingale fell silent, its head bobbing from side to side as if searching for a reply. But the only sound that could be heard was the scratching of Dizzy’s pencil.

         I glanced down at his drawing of the bird, the nightingale now still on the page, but when I looked up again all I saw was a sudden blur of movement, the real nightingale’s wings beating against the sky as it wheeled towards the woods.

         Dizzy lifted his face to the sun as he watched the nightingale soar. As it disappeared into the green of the trees, he turned towards me.

         “I found something in the woods last night.”

         Even though the nightingale had flown, Dizzy kept his voice low as if confiding a secret. From the other end of the field came a distant chorus of “Catch it!” followed by a ragged cheer and I had to shuffle closer to hear exactly what Dizzy said next.

         “I think it might’ve been left by a spy.”

         As soon as Dizzy mentioned the word “spy”, a picture jumped into my head of the books Dad used to keep on a shelf in the hallway of our old house. The Secret Agent, The Riddle of the Sands, The Thirty-Nine Steps and The Valley of Fear. I don’t have any books of my own, so I used to sneak these stories off the shelf when Dad wasn’t looking and take them up to my room. Then, when I was supposed to be asleep, I’d bury my head under the covers to read them with a torch, taking shelter in their tales of foreign spies and sinister crimes as I tried to ignore the angry words thudding through the walls as Mum and Dad argued downstairs.

         “What did you find?” I asked Dizzy, my brain already filling with thoughts of secret documents and stolen gold.

         Closing his exercise book, Dizzy looked at me solemnly.

         “Sticks,” he said, “on the path through the woods.”

         I couldn’t stop myself from laughing.

         “Dizzy – it’s a wood. Of course there’re sticks dropped on the path. What’s so strange about that?”

         Dizzy’s cheeks seemed to darken slightly, his light-brown skin taking on a coppery hue.

         “These sticks weren’t dropped,” he said, stuffing his exercise book back inside his school bag. “They were arranged.”

         “What do you mean ‘arranged’?” I asked, still feeling puzzled as to why Dizzy thought a spy was leaving sticks in the wood.

         “They were laid out in patterns,” Dizzy replied, pushing his school bag to one side. “Some pointing like arrows, others arranged into squares like a sign. I couldn’t help but notice them. Every stick looked exactly the same – all smooth and white – with the bark stripped off each one. The patterns they made looked like some kind of secret code, just like a spy would use.”

         This got my attention. Since we moved into Granddad’s old house, the only book I’ve found to read is one that was left on the shelf in my new bedroom. It’s called Scouting for Boys and I think it used to belong to my dad. It’s all about the skills you need to be a boy scout, like making fires and following tracks. In it, there’s this story about how some soldiers left secret messages near landmarks like trees to keep them hidden from the enemy. Maybe that’s what Dizzy has found.

         “Where exactly did you see this?” I asked.

         “If we went into the woods after school I could show you,” Dizzy said. “Maybe together we could work out what this secret message means.”

         “What secret message?”

         The sound of Johnny Baines’s voice caused Dizzy’s face to freeze in fear. Then Johnny thudded down on the grass between us, his sudden arrival forcing me to shuffle out of the way of his sharp elbows.

         “What message?” Johnny asked again, grabbing hold of Dizzy’s bag and tipping its contents on to the grass as if thinking he’d find the answer there. He leaned forward, his broad shoulders hunched as he started to pick through Dizzy’s possessions: school books, pencils and pens, a pair of binoculars and a pocket torch. Johnny threw them all to one side, not caring where they landed.

         “Hey!” I called out indignantly.

         But Johnny just ignored me, turning instead towards Dizzy, who was cringing in anticipation of what was going to come next.

         “Come on, bird brain. Spit it out. What are you hiding from me?”

         “I – I found something in the woods,” Dizzy stammered, his words stumbling over each other as if frightened to go first. “There were these sticks laid out on the path – all arranged into shapes in some kind of code. Charlie and I are going to find it again after school. I – we – think it might be a secret message that’s been left by a spy.”

         Johnny screwed up his eyes, squinting into the sun as if trying to decide if Dizzy was telling the truth. Then he laughed out loud.

         “That’s not a spy,” Johnny said, turning towards me with a creepy grin that made my stomach turn. “That’s Old Crony.” 

         I wanted to tell Johnny to get lost and leave us alone. I can talk to him like that, even though he’s bigger than me. Everyone says Johnny Baines is the toughest kid in school, but he doesn’t scare me.

         However, there was something in Johnny’s know-it-all tone that stopped me from telling him to sling his hook straight away.

         “Who’s Old Crony?” I asked instead.

         Behind Johnny, Dizzy had started to shove his stuff back into his bag, but at my question he looked up in alarm, his eyes silently pleading with me to make Johnny go away. But Johnny just stretched his legs out, making himself more comfortable as he started to explain.

         “Old Crony lives in the woods. Deep in the heart of the woods. He’s been there for years. He’ll be the one that’s left that message, not some stupid spy.”

         Beneath the dark line of his close-cropped hair, Johnny’s eyes shone with a strange fascination.

         “Old Crony eats children, you know.”

         Dizzy flinched.

         “Any kids that cross into his territory are fair game for eating,” Johnny continued, his words laced with a grisly delight. “My dad told me that. He says he used to leave any old scraps of meat he couldn’t sell at the edge of the woods to keep Old Crony quiet.”

         Johnny’s dad runs the butcher’s shop in the village. That’s why Johnny’s sweat stinks of sausages. I think all he ever eats is meat. But he’s not scaring me with this fairy tale.

         “That’s rubbish,” I said scornfully. “If Old Crony is real, where does he live? In a house made out of gingerbread in the middle of the woods?”

         “No,” Johnny replied, cocking his head to one side as he fixed me with a dead-eyed stare. “He builds his house out of the bones of the children that he catches. Right after he boils them up. Old Crony left those signs to lure you deeper into the woods. I reckon you’re going to be next for the pot.”

         I didn’t blink as I held Johnny’s stare, wanting to show him that he didn’t scare me.

         “You’re making it up.”

         “How do you know?” Johnny hawked up a dirty yellow globule of phlegm, spitting this on to the grass near my feet. “You’ve only been here for five minutes. My family’s lived here for hundreds of years. We know stuff about the woods. More than you and bird brain here could ever know.”

         From across the field came a shrill blast from the teacher’s whistle. At the sound of this, Johnny slowly pulled himself to his feet. He stared down at me, his stocky frame blocking out most of the sun.

         “If you go into the woods, Old Crony will get you,” he said. “You just see.”

         I glance up now at the maze of branches overhead, scraps of blue still visible between their patchwork of leaves. Then I drop my gaze to the grassy track, cobbles of light and shade marking the path between the trees as Dizzy leads us on.

         That’s what we’re doing. We’re going into the woods.
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         “So where exactly did you see it?”

         I’ve asked this question more than a dozen times now, but Dizzy just shakes his head again.

         “I’m not sure,” he says, scratching his thatch of black hair as a frown furrows his brow. He points ahead to where the track splits in two, the path smeared with patches of sunlight as it branches off to the left and to the right. “I thought it was here, near the end of The Walk, but I’m not so sure now.”

         The paths through the woods have all got different names: The Walk, the Green Trench, the Plumber’s Track – or something like that. Dizzy’s been telling me their names as we’ve searched in vain for this secret message. He says he’s got a map of the woods in his head, so we don’t have to worry about getting lost, but as I stare ahead at the forking paths, each one looking almost identical beneath the overhanging branches, I don’t quite share his confidence.

         I glance down at my watch. Beneath the brown leather strap, there’s a grubby smear round my wrist, but the vertical hands on the watch face tell me what time it is now.

         It’s six o’clock.

         We’ve been following this path for more than an hour, but we’ve not been able to find a trace of the strange signs that Dizzy says he found here. It’s not that we’ve not been able to find any sticks. They’re everywhere that we look. The grassy track is littered with twigs and broken branches that lie where they’ve fallen. But there’s no sign of any spy or even Old Crony arranging these to spell out some secret code.

         To my left, the sound of a sudden screech makes me jump almost out of my skin.

         Spinning round, I peer into the dense thicket, the tangled web of bramble and bracken completely hiding whatever has made this unearthly sound.

         The screeching noise comes again, closer this time, turning my blood to ice.

         I turn towards Dizzy, the worst fears that have lurked in the back of my mind ever since Johnny told us about Old Crony now rushing into the light.

         “What is it?” I ask, unable to keep the rising panic out of my voice.

         But Dizzy just smiles as a brownish blur erupts out of the undergrowth, its wings flapping into the air before it lands in a clumsy flurry on an overhanging branch.

         “It’s just a jay,” Dizzy says, raising his gaze to peer up at the fawn-coloured bird, its black-and-white wings fringed with a dusting of blue.

         From its perch, the jay peers down at me, the pale streaked crest of its head darting from side to side as if showing its disapproval. Then it opens its beak wide with another ear-piercing screech, the sound of this sending a shiver down my spine.

         It’s just a bird.

         My heart’s racing, my legs ache; the sweat that has stuck the shirt to my back now turned to a cold clamminess. I thought that coming here with Dizzy was going to be fun – a chance to solve the mystery in the woods – but it’s turned into a wild goose chase.

         The jay screeches again, a warning call telling us to go away. Maybe that’s what we should do. Maybe it’s time to go home.

         Mum and Dad think I’ve gone to Dizzy’s house for tea, but they’ll be expecting me back soon. Dad will be sitting at the kitchen table, staring at the clock and listening for my key in the lock. The only way I’ll be able to tell what kind of mood he’s in will be to count the number of empty bottles on the table in front of him. And if there’s too many, that’s when the shouting will start.

         Noisily flapping its tail feathers, the jay hops from its perch on to a higher branch, hiding behind a curtain of leaves as it lets out another angry screech. And then from the darkness of the undergrowth, I hear the sound of a twig snapping.

         Still feeling on edge, I peer anxiously into the green twilight that lurks between the trees, but I can’t make out the source of the sound. All I can hear now is the constant rustling of leaves, the same sound that has followed us like footsteps through the woods.

         I’m sick and tired of this stupid place. I’ve had enough of playing spies with Dizzy.

         “Maybe we should head back now,” I say.

         But Dizzy doesn’t answer and, as I turn around, I see him hurrying ahead, his lolloping stride taking him to the spot where the track splits in two.

         “Charlie – over here!” he calls out.

         Hurrying to catch him up, I almost trip over a half-submerged tree root, but manage to stop myself before I fall. As I reach the shade of the tree that stands at the fork in the track, Dizzy is waiting for me.

         “What is it?”

         Unable to hide the excitement on his face, Dizzy points down at the ground.

         “I found this.”

         At the base of the tree, a rough circle has been swept, clearing away the leaves and twigs that litter the ground elsewhere. And in the centre of this rough circle, three sticks have been placed, arranged in the shape of an arrow pointing down the left-hand track.
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         Beneath the overhanging branches the air feels stiflingly hot, sweat stinging my eyes as I stare down at the sign. I reach up to wipe my forehead with the back of my sleeve, the thrill of this discovery rubbing out all thoughts of heading home.

         “You were telling the truth,” I say, suddenly realising that I hadn’t really believed Dizzy until now.

         Shucking his school bag from his shoulder, Dizzy crouches down next to the arrangement of sticks. Reaching inside his bag, he pulls out a pencil and his school book, flicking through the pages until he finds a blank page.
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