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            Chapter One

            The Kwerks

         

         Not far from here, beyond the houses and the supermarket and the motorway and the trees, there’s a quiet little town called Undle. Don’t bother looking it up, it doesn’t appear on any map. It should do (all towns and villages and cities should), but Undle doesn’t.

         The reason Undle doesn’t appear on any map is not because it is invisible – far from it – it’s because of the Kwerks.

         The Kwerks have lived in Undle for as long as anyone can remember, and they are absurdly, horribly, filthily rich. They live in a great big house on the top of a hill in the middle of town, where they can look down their noses at the people below. The Big House on the hill is not a very nice one (much like the people inside it). It began as a rather sensible home built of wood, but as the Kwerk family fortune grew, every generation added a new wing or floor, each more garish and gaudy than the last. There are columns and buttresses made of silver and bronze, arches of sapphire and platinum-flecked turrets. There are emerald spires and ruby-chipped bricks, with pink diamond windows and pearl-covered sills. It’s a ridiculous house. A preposterous house. And a dreadful eyesore for the people of Undle.

         Although the Kwerks like others to know how very wealthy they are, they hate being asked for money. As the richest family around, they used to be plagued by people collecting for charity, day in and day out. They tried being rude, but that didn’t work. They bought fierce snarling dogs, but the charity workers weren’t afraid. They set booby traps and built a moat and poured boiling oil from the upper windows, but still the collectors came. So in the end, the Kwerks paid to have Undle wiped completely off the map. How could the charity workers find them if they couldn’t find the town? And that is why you will never find Undle in any atlas.

         On the morning our story begins, Barnabus Kwerk is shimmying down a rope made out of a knotted sheet that hangs from the dusty attic window of the Big House. He is on his way to school.

         Barnabus is nine years old, smaller than average for his age, with a mop of dark curls and eyes halfway between green and grey. His clothes are chosen for him – sombre shirts and tailored trousers – to suit his dour relatives. However, Barnabus is an oddity among the Kwerks, being the only one in the family (and it is a very large family) who has no interest in money and no head for business. Since the day he was born he’s been shown graphs and charts and spreadsheets, he’s been told how much things cost and how much more money can be made. But Barnabus doesn’t understand why the Kwerks want more money, just so it can pile up like mountains inside a giant vault. Wouldn’t it be better used to help people? Barnabus asked his Uncle Horace that question at dinner once – he got slapped over the head with a large trout and sent to the attic with no dessert.
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         Over the years Barnabus has tried many routes out of his attic room to get to school, but none of them have been successful to date. He got the sheet-rope idea from an adventure book he just finished reading. Barnabus is not permitted to read books. Any books found in his room or on his person are burned in one of the grand fireplaces of the house, and Barnabus is forced to copy out spreadsheets as punishment. Despite this, Barnabus still manages to get hold of books (you’ll learn how a little later – it’s heartwarming and quite interesting) and he manages to keep those books hidden from his family (you’ll learn how he does this later too, and it’s very interesting).

         Barnabus tries not to look down as he slides from knot to knot on the sheet rope (the ground is very far away), instead looking over his shoulder at the yellow-brick school building in the distance. He can see some children arriving early, kissing or hugging their parents goodbye, running into the school yard, swinging on the swings. Barnabus can’t wait to have a go on the swings.

         But it won’t happen today.

         A strong hand clamps around his ankle. The housekeeper, Brunhilda, is leaning halfway out of a third-floor window.

         ‘Where d’ya think you’re going?’

         ‘To school,’ says Barnabus. ‘I don’t think Uncle Horace will mind.’

         ‘Then why aren’t you using the front door?’

         ‘Em …’

         Brunhilda whips Barnabus in through the window so he lands on the floor with a smack.

         ‘What do people go to school for, hmm?’ she says, dragging him by the leg. ‘To get a job and get rich, that’s what for. You don’t need schooling, you’re already rich.’

         ‘That’s not why people go to sch–’

         ‘Enough of that.’ Brunhilda slides him into the nearest bathroom like a hockey puck. ‘Clean yourself up, you smelly lump. Your uncle’s taking you to see Great-Aunt Claudia.’

         Barnabus holds on tight to the bathroom sink. The only Kwerk scarier than Uncle Horace is Great-Aunt Claudia.

         
            * * *

         

         The north-east wing is floor-to-ceiling black marble. It’s like standing in a cold, dark tomb. Barnabus would prefer to be in a tomb. His breath comes out in misty clouds and a shiver runs up his spine. Uncle Horace stands next to him – a tall, thin man in a pinstripe suit, his black hair slicked to his skull with greasy hair gel.

         Normally Barnabus is terrified of his uncle. But the fear of Great-Aunt Claudia is briefly overshadowing the fear of Uncle Horace. As he does in all moments of discomfort or distress, Barnabus thinks of one of his favourite books and silently relives the story. In his mind he is sailing on a ship, part of a great race across the ocean, and it softens the thundering pounding in his chest just a little.

         Uncle Horace seems almost as nervous as his nephew. He keeps smoothing the skinny moustache on his upper lip with his finger and thumb.

         ‘You’re to keep your trap shut,’ he says, without looking at Barnabus. ‘Not a word out of you, you little insect. Got it?’

         ‘Yes, Uncle Horace.’

         The heavy oak doors finally creak open to reveal a long hall of more black marble. At the end of it, seated on a large throne, is the eldest member of the Kwerk family.

         When receiving visitors, Great-Aunt Claudia wears a towering orange wig and a corseted dress with the most enormous skirt you could ever imagine. When she sits on her throne, the skirt puffs up to her chin and spreads out to touch the walls on either side. She is actually Barnabus’s great-great-great-aunt, and terrifically old, but for the sake of saving time everyone in the family refers to her as Great-Aunt Claudia.

         Barnabus follows his uncle down the marble hallway. He can see the twinkle of the huge diamond nose plugs that Great-Aunt Claudia keeps wedged up each nostril. To protect her precious sense of smell, Uncle Horace once told him. They look dreadfully uncomfortable.

         ‘This the brat?’ the woman says.

         (Because of the nose plugs, Great-Aunt Claudia’s voice always sounds pinched, so she actually says, ‘Dis de mrat?’)

         ‘Yes, Great-Aunt Claudia,’ says Uncle Horace.

         ‘Is he useless?’

         ‘Utterly,’ Uncle Horace replies.

         Barnabus is petrified of the ancient woman on her throne. She looks like a giant, angry shrew and smells like the mouldy corner of the attic where the damp gets in. But this might be his only chance.

         ‘I’m not useless, Great-Aunt Claudia. Really. If I could just go to school–’

         A thin hand snaps over his mouth.

         ‘Useless, Great-Aunt Claudia,’ Uncle Horace says quickly. ‘The boy is worth less than a rabbit’s droppings.’

         The old woman growls, her piercing eyes like drill bits. ‘So this is it then, is it?’ she says. ‘A house full of good-for-nothings, and the very last heir is as worthless as the rest of you.’

         ‘The business is doing very well,’ says Uncle Horace. ‘With my clever investments we’ve made more money this year than–’

         ‘Business? Investments?’ Great-Aunt Claudia’s voice booms around the marble walls. She roughly twists a diamond plug in its nostril, and her face grows red through the thick white powder on her cheeks. ‘Useless good-for-nothing! Gold, you pathetic dim-witted weasel, gold. You’re all good-for-nothing cos you can’t find GOLD.’

         Uncle Horace remains silent as the old woman glares at him. Finally, she speaks again. ‘Not one of you is fit to bear the name of Kwerk. And when you all die off, this useless brat will be the last to inherit.’ She looks as if the thought of it makes her sick. ‘There is only one thing to be done. I’m going to have to live forever.’

         ‘My dear great-aunt,’ says Uncle Horace, bowing slightly with an uncomfortable smile, ‘of course you’ll live for many more years. And we’re all delighted about it. But perhaps we should discuss the details of your will, for when the time does come … many, many years from now. I understand control of the business will be shared between the eldest five of us, but if you were to leave me completely in charge–’

         ‘Useless cockroach!’ the woman shrieks. ‘You’ll never be in charge. Cos I’ll never die. Hear that, you useless waste of an ugly suit? I’m going to live forever. Forever and ever and ever and ever and EVER!’

         Great-Aunt Claudia dies that night.

         In the days that follow, Barnabus’s life takes a very strange turn.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            A Posthumous Party

         

         The wind is howling, and the attic is cold. Barnabus sits at the circular window that frames the storm. He’s been locked in the attic since Great-Aunt Claudia died.

         ‘So you don’t get in the way, you little worm,’ Uncle Horace said as he turned the key in the lock.

         It would be a particularly grim evening for Barnabus were it not for the new book he received moments before the rain began. You were promised a heartwarming and quite interesting explanation of where Barnabus gets his books, so here goes.

         It’s a mystery. There. Now you know. Intrigued? So is Barnabus.

         His first ever book arrived by slingshot (Barnabus assumes it was a slingshot or something like it – how else could a book be fired through the open attic window of a very tall house?), and it missed his head by mere centimetres. Barnabus might have thought it some bizarre murder attempt had not the book been so marvellous. Only a good and kind person could have sent him something so marvellous. It was called Practica Prenville and the Sweet Shop Villain, and Barnabus devoured it in one night.

         The second book – Giraffes and the Secrets They Keep – arrived the following week by the same means. The third was left under the cushion of his chair at the dinner table, the fourth under his towel at bathtime. Books have arrived at regular intervals ever since, often through the attic window, sometimes hidden in other places, and Barnabus hasn’t a clue who sends them. He has his suspicions though.

         There’s a quiet chauffeur who doesn’t snap at Barnabus as often as others do; an assistant cook who didn’t yell at him when he accidentally knocked over a pot while carrying his dirty dishes to the kitchen sink; and a maid who once smiled at him for no reason at all. But Barnabus’s money is currently on the gardener as the mysterious book-gifter.

         A short, gruff woman, the gardener has access to equipment that could be adapted for use as a slingshot. And one time she distracted the housekeeper, Brunhilda, when Barnabus dropped a small book that had been secreted in his coat pocket. The gardener happened to be standing by the open front door and let out the most enormous belch you could imagine, just as the book struck the tiled floor. Brunhilda spun around, repulsed by the horrific sound and the pungent scent that followed, and snarled at her.

         ‘Oof,’ the gruff woman said in reply, rubbing her belly and letting out a trail of smaller, lesser burps. ‘That’s the garlic from lunch popping up to say hello. Repeats on me something awful.’

         Whoever the book-gifter is, Barnabus is beyond grateful. To have the books is wonderful, but far, far better is the knowledge that someone out there cares for him. Someone out there does incredibly kind things, just for the sake of being kind, and expects nothing in return. Someone out there is willing to risk their job and the ire of the Kwerks so that one small boy can have some comfort and entertainment in this dark and lonely house. On the coldest and saddest of nights – and Barnabus has plenty of those – that thought keeps him warm and toasty in his bed.

         As it happens, your narrator is also extremely grateful to the mysterious book-gifter. Because without the little bit of heart and humanity that those books bring, Barnabus Kwerk might not be the kind and curious boy he is today. He might eventually have succumbed to the meanness all around him and become a willing part of the cruel Kwerk empire. And then what sort of story would be left to tell? Certainly not one that most of us would like to read.

         We’ve gotten a little sidetracked, dear reader, so let’s get back to Barnabus sitting in the attic window some time after his Great-Aunt Claudia’s death.

         Outside, lightning flashes from dark clouds and the rain swirls around in little tornadoes. It’s a bit scary, but Barnabus wishes he could be out there in it, chasing the storm and stamping in puddles. He imagines himself as a character from one of his books; a scientist perhaps, studying the electricity that zaps to the ground. Or an artist, painting a canvas in shades of dark blue with splashes of white. He could be a rescuer, saving a puppy from the cliff’s edge before it’s swept into the sea. Or maybe a pilot, braving the stormy weather in his amazing flying machine.

         Barnabus clings to the book in his hands – a well-worn copy of The Time I Met a Yeti – because he’ll probably never be any of those things. Not if Uncle Horace has his way. Barnabus is a Kwerk, and Kwerks only do one thing: make money.
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         At this moment, the whole family is downstairs planning Great-Aunt Claudia’s funeral. From the noise that drifts to the top of the house, it sounds more like a party. Aunt Gladys laughs like she’s got the worst hiccups in the world; Cousin Armand bellows for the housekeeper every time his glass is empty (Armand wouldn’t get up unless his seat was on fire, and maybe not even then); Uncle Clarence coughs and hacks so hard it sounds like he might throw up his own feet (that’s thanks to the stinking pipe that sits forever on his lower lip); and Aunt Reba keeps ordering the others to join her in singing old shanty songs that no-one knows the words to, Reba included. There’s cheering and shouting and general merriment, and Barnabus can’t help feeling a little bit sorry for Great-Aunt Claudia.

         He finds a comfier spot on the windowsill and turns the next page of his book, when through the window he spots someone coming up the hill.

         People don’t call to the Big House uninvited (the Kwerks have been known to use electric cattle prods on those who do), but the stranger walks through the iron gates and up the winding driveway as if the house is her own. The fierce guard dogs don’t bark or bite – they lower their ears as she strolls past. Barnabus doesn’t know anyone outside of the family and the staff, but there is something familiar about this woman. She is very tall and very thin, and she carries no umbrella so her long, black hair is drenched and hangs like curtains over her face. Her woollen jumper is old and worn, and she has a rucksack on her back that appears to be full of sticks. When she reaches the door, Barnabus can no longer see her, but he hears the BAUM, BAUM, BAUM of the knocker and the sudden silence of the party below. BAUM, BAUM, BAUM, the knocker goes again.

         Eventually the door is opened and light spills onto the driveway. When the door closes again, Barnabus can’t hear any more.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            The Stranger in the Big House

         

         In his attempts to escape to school, Barnabus has never made it beyond the grounds of the Big House. (He got close to the gates once, but he was spotted from an upstairs window and the dogs were set on him – he was dragged back by his collar with his jumper soaked in doggy drool.) However, getting out of the attic has never been a problem. A mishmash of design, the Big House is full of vents and hatches and forgotten, blocked-up openings. There’s a secret maze inside the walls, and Barnabus is the clever mouse that knows every route.

         Desperate to find out more about the stranger who has just arrived, Barnabus quickly piles rickety pieces of furniture on top of each other – the chair onto the desk, the stool onto the chair, the floor lamp onto the stool – and scurries up like a squirrel climbing a tree. Balanced on the lampshade, he peels back a corner of the faded pink wallpaper to reveal a rusty grate. It comes open with a squeak, and Barnabus climbs inside.

         If upon reading the phrase ‘secret maze’ you immediately thought, ‘That’s where Barnabus hides his books!’, then there are no flies on you, clever reader. There are indeed dozens and dozens of books hidden within the walls of the Big House. The secret maze is punctuated by piles of hardbacks and paperbacks taped to solid structures. (Those of you who are precious about how your books are kept might be appalled, but when those books are at risk of being burned should they go sliding down a vent and shooting from a loose grate into the face of an ill-tempered Kwerk, then a bit of duct tape is really the lesser of two evils.)

         You may want to skip this very next bit if you’re the sort of person who doesn’t like small spaces, because Barnabus Kwerk has no problem with small spaces. He crawls into a vent no wider than his shoulders and no taller than a small boy on all fours. It’s dark and cold, and strange sounds creep through the metal so it seems like the walls are whispering to each other. Barnabus isn’t afraid; he knows it’s just the sound of the house moving as it heats and cools in different places. (All houses move – it’s just so slight you can’t see it – and the Big House is so big it moves more than most.)

         Barnabus knows the route to the drawing room, where the Kwerk funeral-planning party is taking place. Picking his way over stuck-down books, he’ll go left when he hits the wall straight ahead, then down a steep chute until he smells something vinegary, and then to the right until the air feels cloudy. He’ll pass a grate that stinks of socks (that’s Cousin Laurel’s bedroom) and another that smells of sweat (that’s the sauna). He’ll need to squeeze through a tiny hole until he hears the sound of dishes, and then down again until it’s hot. He’ll be right next to the drawing room’s chimney then, and through a gap in the brick he’ll be able to hear what’s going on.

         But Barnabus doesn’t get that far, because just as the air gets cloudy, he catches a whiff of something unexpected – a burnt-rubber smell, like that of just-poured tar. And he can hear voices coming from Uncle Horace’s office.

         ‘… totally uninvited. You’ve got some nerve.’

         ‘She was my great-aunt too. I’m simply paying my respects. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Horace, flare those nostrils any harder and they’ll pop right off your face.’

         Barnabus slides up a vertical vent and braces his hands and feet against the walls, where he can see through the grate into Uncle Horace’s office.

         His uncle is there, pacing in front of his big oak desk. The stranger is there too. Loose threads hang from holes in her woollen jumper and her boots are heavy and well worn. She is in stark contrast to Uncle Horace and his immaculate pinstripe suit, and yet the two share similarities as well. They are both tall and narrow in the face, though the woman’s grey eyes have an openness and intensity that Uncle Horace’s lack.

         She stands to one side as the man paces back and forth, and Barnabus thinks it is she who smells so strange – that scent of burnt rubber. He smelled something like it when the driveway of the Big House was being resurfaced.

         ‘While I’m here,’ the stranger continues, ‘I want to spend some time with the boy.’

         Uncle Horace smirks. ‘So that’s your game, Jemima. You’re hoping the brat’s got the gift. Well, he doesn’t. He’s as useless as–’

         ‘His biscuit spoon of an uncle? I don’t doubt it. But his mother was my twin sister after all. I owe her at least a passing interest in the child.’

         Jemima turns her back on Uncle Horace to pick up her rucksack full of sticks, and he bristles at the rudeness. ‘Oh, now you owe Sylvia,’ he says, which makes her pause. ‘Didn’t seem that way when you took off gallivanting and left her to rot.’

         The woman’s eyes burn with grey fire. ‘Syl believed she could make the Kwerks a decent family again. I knew better. And I had no desire to stay in this wretched house and watch her prove me right.’

         Uncle Horace is smiling now. ‘Please do stay for the funeral, sister. Pay your respects to our dearly departed great-aunt. But you’re not going anywhere near Sylvia’s brat. And once the old bag is in the ground, I never want to see your ugly face again. Understood?’

         Jemima seems to compose herself. ‘Honestly, Horace, I’ve had bowel infections I’ve missed more than you. So, yes. Please. Let’s never meet again.’

         Barnabus doesn’t see the woman leave Uncle Horace’s office. He slides down the vent until he’s sitting at the bottom in the cold, cloudy air.

         I had a mother, he thinks.

         He always presumed he had a mother at some point, but no-one has ever mentioned her. Now it’s definite. He had a mother. And his mother had a twin sister. And his mother’s twin sister wants to meet him.

         Barnabus feels something strange in his chest – it’s warm and soft, and it spreads through his limbs. He crawls back to his attic bedroom and climbs into bed. It’s a long time before he feels sleepy. I had a mother, he thinks as he finally drifts off, feeling that warm sensation tingle to the ends of his fingers and toes.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

            The Funeral

         

         The Kwerks have their own cemetery. It’s in the grounds of the Big House.

         Generations ago they decided to have their own cemetery, in part so they wouldn’t have to be buried alongside the lowly people of Undle, but mostly because Undle Town Cemetery has limits on how big your gravestone can be.

         Cornelius Kwerk was the first of the Kwerks to be filthily rich – that was very many years ago now. He wanted to make sure that everyone knew how horribly rich he was, even after his death. So he stated in his will that his gravestone should be at least twice the size of any gravestone currently in existence in Undle. Years later his daughter, Fatima Kwerk, demanded that her gravestone be at least three times the size of her father’s. On and on it went through the generations until the cemetery stretching down the hill from the Big House became littered with increasingly huge monuments, horrible statues and ghastly mausoleums.

         The giant stone angel that is Great-Aunt Claudia’s monument threatens to block out the sun. It requires three cranes to lift it into place.

         Next to the gravesite are rows of wooden chairs. The entire Kwerk family is seated there, all dressed in black with dark-coloured umbrellas. Barnabus is in the front row. Uncle Horace and Aunt Gladys sit either side of him. Several times during the morning he has caught the scent of just-poured tar, and turned, hoping to catch a glimpse of his mysterious Aunt Jemima. He has never heard anyone talk to Uncle Horace the way she did, and Barnabus is eager to meet her. But the other Kwerks have kept him surrounded since breakfast. Before sitting down in the cemetery, all he has seen today has been a wall of black suits.

         Now that the family is seated by the gravesite, everyone looks uneasy. It’s because of Great-Aunt Claudia’s gargantuan monument. There is no lightning or thunder today, but gale-force winds are blowing hats off heads and turning umbrellas inside out, and the massive stone angel sways over the open grave like a wrecking ball with wings.

         The funeral celebrant doesn’t look too happy about it either. She stands to the side, keeping one eye on the great swinging angel overhead as she speed-reads a very untrue account of Great-Aunt Claudia’s life. ‘Intelligent, quick-witted and unfailingly generous, Claudia led an exemplary life. She was an accomplished woman who appreciated good music and …’

         One of the cranes creaks alarmingly. Barnabus notices that the rope wrapped around the angel’s left arm is frayed. He leans forward to get a closer look. The rope is not just frayed – it’s been cut. There’s a clean cut through the rope so that only a few strands are left intact. And they’re starting to snap.

         ‘Uncle Horace.’

         ‘Shush, you little snot,’ his uncle hisses.

         ‘But I think–’

         ‘I said shush if you know what’s good for you!’

         Looking very worried, the celebrant is now racing to the end of the service.

         ‘Would anyone like to say a few words about Claudia before we finish?’

         ‘Get on with it!’ someone shouts from the back row.

         ‘Very well,’ says the celebrant. ‘In that case I’d like to–’

         Eeeerwwwuuurrrk-PING!

         The cut rope snaps, and the huge stone angel comes flying towards the wooden seats. The celebrant dives into the grave, barely avoiding the angel’s feet before they smash a splintery path through the just-emptied rows of seats.

         Barnabus throws himself to the ground. He can see shadows in the grass – the Kwerks diving and sprinting in all directions as the great hunk of stone continues to swing and crash its way through the funeral party. Ahead of him one figure stands still, watching the commotion. It’s Aunt Jemima.

         Calmly, she takes her rucksack from her back and shakes out the collection of sticks. Barnabus stares in wonder as she quickly fits them together to form something big and triangular. In a flash she hooks some colourful cloth to the corners and spins the contraption over her shoulders. It’s a hang glider – Barnabus saw a picture of one in a book once.

         Aunt Jemima stands in the frame underneath the sail, holding tight to the bar in front. Her pale-grey eyes look directly at Barnabus, and she starts running. The wind is batting the sail from left and right, but Aunt Jemima barrels through. She is running straight at Barnabus.

         She’s going to crash into me, Barnabus thinks, or run over me. 

         Still on the ground, he starts inching backwards. The woman’s intense grey eyes never leave him for a moment. She’s coming at him very fast, and the sail is lifting her feet from the ground as she runs.

         Suddenly Barnabus hears Uncle Horace scream over the wind. ‘Stop her! She’s after the brat. Stop her!’

         The Kwerks swarm in Aunt Jemima’s direction, but they’re too late. As Barnabus gets to his feet, the colourful sail swoops down on him like a giant bird. A strap drops over his head, cinching in at his waist, and suddenly he’s airborne, moving up with the wind towards the dark clouds.

         ‘No! No!’ Uncle Horace continues screaming, but his voice fades away as Barnabus is lifted higher and higher into the sky.

         He feels like a spider in a sink when the tap is turned on, but instead of being swirled down into the drain, he’s being swirled up into the clouds. Far below, the Kwerks look like ants in black suits, racing back and forth across the cemetery, and Great-Aunt Claudia’s stone angel lies in the grass, looking regular-sized from this distance. Barnabus can spot Uncle Horace among the ants. The man is glaring at the hang glider in fury. Barnabus lifts a hand and gives him a little wave. It feels delightfully cheeky. The Kwerks continue to shrink to nothing, like the memory of a nightmare when you wake in daylight. Then suddenly,

         WHOOSH. 

         
            [image: ]

         

         The hang glider swoops and loops and spins, tossed around in the gales, with Barnabus swinging wildly underneath. The strap around his waist starts to hurt. As if reading his mind, Aunt Jemima looks down at him, yelling through the noise of the wind, ‘Your breakfast getting squeezed out your ears, is it? Not to worry, we’ll land soon.’

         Along with the belly-pinching of the strap, Barnabus is also starting to feel quite sick. ‘Aunt Jemima …’ he groans.

         ‘Just a few more seconds,’ the woman replies.

         Another gust of wind catches the hang glider, pushing it beyond the limits of Undle, then it is suddenly hurtling towards the earth. Barnabus sees a dense forest coming towards him at alarming speed. He squeezes his eyes shut and holds his breath, waiting to hit the branches. But there’s a sudden lift instead, and he feels his feet gently touch the ground.
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