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Use the key wisely…


[image: Image]







[image: The Secret of the Bloodred Key, by David Farr and Illustrated by Kristina Kister. Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






[image: Image]


Introduction

Let me take you on an airship.

By airship I don’t mean the terrifying kind that a twelve-year-old girl once took, fleeing for her life, desperate to find her brother and save her beloved country from misery and terror.

No. This airship is called Liberty. It is bright orange with streamers falling from it like wonderful hair. It rises in the clear blue sky and floats happily over Brava, the great capital city of Krasnia.

Look down from it now. What do you see? Once empty streets are filled with life. Once boarded-up cinemas are open again, cafes are full to bursting. What has happened here?

Cast your eyes west. Yes, that’s the city park, with flower beds newly planted. And just beyond, can you see the ornamental lake with its paddle boats, and its funny old stone swan? For years that swan was silent and sad. But now it’s been fixed and joyfully hurls liquid diamonds from its beak like it’s singing for freedom.

Now strain your ears. What is that sound floating across the grass to your left? It’s coming from the brand-new playground, installed only two weeks ago by order of the freshly elected government.

It sounds like bells. But it isn’t.

Could it be? Yes, it is.

It is the sound of laughing.

Why is that so strange? you might ask. I’ll tell you.

Just a few weeks ago, to be in this park was highly dangerous. To be a child playing in this park was to be a criminal. Charles Malstain, the dreadful dictator of Krasnia, hated children so much that he banned them from playing outside. They were not to be seen on beaches, or in parks, or anywhere. To Charles Malstain, a child was like a rat—dirty, smelly, and best kept in a sewer.

But now Charles Malstain is dead! Now a new joy has swept over the country of Krasnia and its elegant old capital city of Brava. And children are free once more!

Look at them. Dozens of small figures swinging on swings, laddering up ladders, hurtling down slides. How did it happen? Charles Malstain wanted to rule Krasnia forever. How was he defeated?

Well, it so happens that the main engineer of the dictator’s demise is right now entering the park, a schoolbag slung over her shoulder. She has dark hair, a small nose, and brown eyes. She is not growing as quickly as she would like. She is on her way home, in a hurry to make tea and cake for her father. But that won’t stop the dozens of children rushing to Rachel Klein, to embrace their national heroine.

“Here she is!” the children cry. “The savior of Krasnia!” Rachel blushes. They’re all around her now, smiling and jostling. They’re a bit younger than her and full of questions.

“Hi there!” Rachel says brightly. She knows what’s coming.

“Rachel, tell us one more time! What was it like? What was it really like? To be in there, in the Presidential Palace, surrounded by soldiers, all with guns; and with Charles Malstain sitting on his huge throne, staring at you with his snaky eyes. Was it terrifying? Was it the most frightening thing ever in the history of all time?”

Rachel agrees it was.

“And when Malstain said he was going to imprison you for all eternity—was that the scariest thing of all? And when you escaped! From under the soldiers’ noses! With your brother! In the back of a meat van! From the palace that everyone said no one could ever escape from ever!”

A girl with simply enormous eyes takes up the story like a sprinter in a relay:

“And then you and Robert broke in to the library and Malstain chased you with his soldiers and they were going to kill you, but then Malstain collapsed and died! In the Rare Books Room! And his regime was toppled and all the prisoners were released from the dungeons under the palace and Constanza Glimpf took over as President and life in Brava became normal again, which is why we are free to play in this park for the first time in years, and all because of you, Rachel Klein! All because of you!”

The girl gasps for breath. Her eyeballs are popping out of her face as if on springs. Her friends applaud. Rachel smiles with a mixture of pleasure and embarrassment.

“That’s so kind of you,” she says. “But I didn’t do it alone. Everyone played their part. We all saved Krasnia!”

There’s a huge cheer now. Rachel laughs and hugs about fifteen children at once.

“And now I really have to get home. I have such a lot of homework and my father is waiting…”

“Of course! Let her go! She has important work to do! Hurrah! Hurrah for Rachel Klein! Heroine of Krasnia!”

And with another roar they let her go.

Rachel can’t help grinning as she walks on through the park to the echo of the children’s cheers. She gives them a wave and turns past the herb garden. Watch her now as she crosses the bridge over the lake, strolling past the funny spouting swan, toward the gate that will lead her home.

When suddenly a figure steps out of the shadows toward her.
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1 The Boy on the Bench


The figure was alone. He was a boy, dressed strangely in a smart brown mackintosh coat and polished black shoes. He was about her brother’s age, Rachel thought, perhaps slightly older. He had short, very dark brown hair. And he was not here for the playground.

The boy looked at her seriously and nodded. What could such a look mean? Rachel was about to take a different path when the boy made a strange movement with his right hand. She looked down.

He was holding something.

It was a bloodred key.

Rachel stared in astonishment. The key was identical to the one Rachel had been magically left after she destroyed The Book of Stolen Dreams. But Rachel had hidden her bloodred key in the bedroom she shared with Robert ever since.

So how did this boy have one?

The boy signaled and walked on. Rachel followed him into an area of the park surrounded by rose bushes. He sat on a bench in such a way that left space beside him. Rachel stood by the bench but did not sit.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “What do you want?”

“I have something to tell you,” he said quietly. “Sit down.” Rachel sat but kept distance between them.

“How did you get that key?” she asked firmly, looking ahead so no one would know they were talking.

“The same way you did,” said the boy. “I closed a rip in the fabric.”

Rachel felt her breath stick in her chest. How did he know about that? Everyone in Brava was aware Rachel and Robert Klein had defeated Charles Malstain, but they had no idea that Rachel had destroyed The Book of Stolen Dreams and closed the gate to the Hinterland forever. Constanza Glimpf had made it very clear: ordinary people must have no idea that the Hinterland existed at all.

People cannot be trusted with such knowledge.

“What fabric?” Rachel asked the boy cagily. She was keeping as much distance on the bench as possible.

“Anyone who closes the fabric between life and death, between our world and the Hinterland, joins our select group and receives a bloodred key,” the boy said, glancing at her. “We are the Keepers of the Key. We know the truth of the Hinterland—the land where dead souls roam. We know its dark magic.”

There was such intensity in his honey-brown eyes.

“There are those like Malstain who wish to exploit the magic to bring the dead back to life. We must use the keys to stop them. You must use your key wisely, Rachel Klein.”

“But how will I know when to use it?” Rachel stammered. She couldn’t believe her ears.

“The key will tell you,” the boy said gravely. “Swear to me that when it does, you will not refuse it.”

Rachel wanted to ask how the key would tell her but instead she found herself swearing that she would do exactly as he said.

The boy stood.

“Tell no one about this. This knowledge is not for everyone.”

For a moment they watched as ordinary Bravans passed through the park, going about their daily lives in the new free Krasnia, utterly unaware of the strange conversation taking place among the winter roses.

Then very quietly the boy fished something out of his trouser pocket.

It was a small card with a red key imprinted on one side. On the other side was a six-digit number and an image of a telephone.
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634234

Call only in Absolute Emergency

He placed the card in her hand. He kept hold of it for a brief moment.

“You are not alone.”

Then he walked away across the grass.

“Wait,” Rachel wanted to say, but by the time she’d opened her mouth, it was too late. The boy in the mackintosh coat was gone.

And she didn’t even know his name.
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2 The Trouble with Felix Klein


When Rachel returned home to the Klein apartment in North Brava, she immediately told her brother about the boy on the bench. Robert helped me save Krasnia, she reasoned. He has a right to know. But Robert, tucking into a meringue he’d bought from an old-city cafe and reading a book on politics, did not take the news as she expected.

“Oh, come on, Rach,” he said. “A boy in a mackintosh coat? Seriously?”

“But he knew about the Hinterland!” she whispered so as not to wake her father. “He had a key! And he gave me this card!”

Robert stared at the card, but shook his head.

“He must have overheard us talking about the Hinterland on the tram. We need to be more careful when we speak about these things. He must have painted an ordinary key red and bought a special spy costume at Matusheks on Main Street.”

“But why would he do that?”

“To impress you of course! You’re famous, Rachel. Everyone wants to know you! I hope you didn’t tell him anything about what happened in the Library? About destroying The Book of Stolen Dreams?”

Rachel shook her head. She was feeling very confused.

Robert puffed his cheeks in relief. “That’s good. And as for that ridiculous card—well, anyone could make that…”

Rachel looked at the rectangular card the boy had given her. It didn’t look ridiculous to her. Or did it? She was beginning to doubt the boy, herself, everything that had happened.

“Look!” Robert said firmly but quietly. “You did something truly remarkable. You saved Krasnia and I’m so proud of you. But now we must put that behind us, ensure that what happened in the Rare Books Room stays absolutely secret, and get back to normal life. That’s what matters now.”

He looked at her steadily. And Rachel knew exactly what Robert meant by “normal life.” He meant the man sleeping in the next-door room in the middle of the day. Their father. Felix Klein.

After Rachel and Robert had picked their father up at Brava Central train station that cold October morning, they had returned home with Rachel full of dreams and hopes. They would help her father recover from his terrible time in Malstain’s prison camp in the East. They would make life normal again.

But life wasn’t normal. Their mother was dead and their father had not been there to say goodbye. Rachel so wanted to reassure him that her mother was in the Hinterland, that Rachel had seen her, that Judith Klein knew the truth, knew why it was not possible to return to life, however much her family missed her, and had even urged Rachel to close the gate forever. But whenever Rachel brought this up, her father seemed somehow unable to hear.

So Rachel had given up. Instead, she did everything to make the apartment friendly and warm, filling it with pastries, fruit, and all her father’s favorite things. Felix tried his best. He smiled at the cakes they made him and sat in the Sofa So-good listening to his children tell him of all their adventures. He murmured how proud he was of them both. He hugged them, tight. Too tight, Rachel thought.

She remembered that afternoon when they were invited to the Presidential Palace for tea and medals. Felix dressed in his best suit (now far too big for him) and was given a special award for “defying the Malstain regime at great personal cost.” Constanza Glimpf spoke with tears in her eyes, and gently reached up to hang a bright silver chain around the tall librarian’s neck. It was at that moment that Rachel saw her father for what he was—rake-thin, his neck barely more than a broomstick, his skin like paper from one of the old books he loved so much. And she knew how hard the journey back to normal life would be without his wife by his side.

“You’re right,” Rachel said quietly to her brother, putting the strange little card back in her pocket. “The boy must have overheard us. I’ll forget all about it.”

“That’s it!” said Robert. “We must focus on the future now. The future for the Kleins and all Krasnia!” And he brandished his political book like a torch.

“I’m going to make Father some tea.” Rachel smiled. “Just like Mother would have done.”

And so she did. Then, later that evening, Rachel slipped the card into the secret alcove in her bedroom, next to her very own bloodred key. The key sat lifeless in the shadows. It was all that remained of The Book of Stolen Dreams. As Rachel slid the board back across the hiding place, she determined to forget all about the boy on the bench, the Keepers of the Key, and the promise she had made. She would do what Robert had said. She would look forward to the future and help her father back to a full recovery.

For weeks it seemed Robert was right. Rachel’s key stayed quietly hidden in the alcove along with the card the boy had given her. The key did nothing. The card looked increasingly homemade with every day that passed. The boy never reappeared. And Rachel gradually forgot. It was as if the meeting in the winter roses had never happened.

Then one day everything changed.
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3 The Intruder at the Library


It was a late spring morning. Rachel sat at the breakfast that she had made and nibbled her toast.

Robert had left early to meet “the gang” before he went to school. By “the gang” Robert meant the members of the Krasnian Resistance Front whom he’d met in Port Clement and with whom he had so nearly managed to assassinate Charles Malstain at the Hotel Excelsior. Robert loved “hanging out” with them—Laszlo and Rudi and the rest. Most of all he liked Marie Lim, the young revolutionary art student he’d met in Port Clement and who amazingly was now Minister for Schools. Rachel thought her brother had a bit of a crush on Marie. He talked about her all the time. He even bought clothes he thought might impress her, although Marie didn’t seem to notice.

Rachel would have found this funny but it meant Robert was always out in the city and this increasingly left Rachel alone with her silent father to look after. This morning Robert had left particularly early because tomorrow he was entering a debating competition about the future of Krasnia at the brand-new Youth Parliament, and “the gang” were helping him with his speech. “I’m going to win!” he’d announced proudly to Rachel as he dashed out the front door.

Rachel finished her toast. The apartment was too quiet. She got up, found her school satchel, and poked her head around into her father’s room to say goodbye.

For all Rachel’s efforts, Felix had not really improved. She had tried to persuade him to go back to work at the North Brava Public Lending Library, which was about to reopen after a lengthy restoration to repair all the damage done by Charles Malstain’s thugs. Rachel hoped returning to his beloved place of work would bring some joy back to her wonderful, word-adoring father.

But Felix found the hours too long, and so, with Mrs. Schrödinger’s permission, he only worked half days. The rest of the time he stayed in bed.

With each passing day, Rachel had noticed him losing more and more energy. He didn’t want to see friends, didn’t accept offers from neighbors to pop round for a “nice cup of tea,” didn’t even want to go to the park and feed the ducks.

What worried her most was that he didn’t write and he didn’t read. This man for whom words were like luxury chocolates to be savored for every flavor, was now uninterested. Rachel once or twice offered to fetch a novel from the bookcase, a favorite collection of poems, or even just a detective story, but Felix shook his head and said quietly, “Another time, my dear.”

One night he turned to Rachel and asked her to take the medal he had received off the wall of the bedroom. When she asked why, he replied tersely: “I do not deserve it.” Rachel looked into her father’s sad eyes and realized a terrible truth. Felix blamed himself for her mother’s death. And all the medals in the world meant nothing because the one thing Felix wanted could not be bought. And that was his beloved Judith.

Then yesterday, the morning the library was due to reopen, Felix had not gone to work at all. Rachel had telephoned the library and they had been very understanding. Felix should take “as much time as he needs.” He was “a national hero.”

When Rachel put the phone down she had cried without knowing why. It was almost worse now that everyone was so kind, almost worse that the whole city was full of love and joy, and that still nothing could be done about her father.

Now he was still sleeping. Rachel tiptoed into the room and gently kissed the side of his head. He woke and gripped her hand hard for a second. Then he looked round, confused. Rachel detected a brief look of disappointment on his face. For a moment he thought I was Mother, she said to herself. But out loud she said brightly, “I’m off to school. Will you go to work today?”

“I’ll try,” he said quietly.

“Please do. The library is open now. People need your help. And it does you no good to stay here.”

He nodded. How creased his skin was now—with lines and blotches that had never been there before. He was like a sick tree.

“Great! Then I’ll come to the library after school and we can walk home together! Feed the ducks on the way!”

“Good idea.” Felix Klein smiled an effortful smile.

Rachel kissed him, grabbed her bag, and walked out with a determinedly cheery “See you there!” at the door.

On the tram Rachel noticed how everyone was dressing in incredibly bright clothes. Pinks and yellows and blues, a mad riot of color, as if to make up for all those years of Malstain gray. It was like living in a jar of sweets, she thought. Passengers recognized her and called out: “Hi, Rachel!” She smiled back as best she could. All she could think about was whether her father would really make it to the library.

At school it was the same. The classes were loud and full of laughter. Kids could do whatever they wanted in the new free Krasnia—the teachers didn’t seem to mind. What Rachel would have given for this just a year or two ago! And now she was struggling to enjoy it.

One teacher, Miss Capel, came at playtime and gave her a big hug. “How is everything, Rachel?” she said kindly.

“Oh, fine,” Rachel replied, not really knowing why she was lying.

Miss Capel studied her. “If you want to talk about anything. Anything at all. Come and find me. It’s not as easy to be a national hero as people think.”

Miss Capel smiled the kindest smile. Rachel nodded and then the bell thankfully rang and she could go back to class.

After school Rachel ran straight to the North Brava Public Lending Library. As she approached the newly polished building with its stone angels and ribbon gleaming in the winter sunlight, one thought only filled her mind. Was her father there? It somehow mattered too much, as if her happiness was tied to his in some terrible knot and that knot was right in the middle of her stomach. Surely he wouldn’t let her down? Not when she’d specifically asked.

She approached the bell in the side courtyard. She remembered that it used to say Administrative personnel only. Do not ring this bell. But now it said Hi! Ring anytime! We’re here to help!

She rang the bell.

There was a pause. Rachel heard hurried footsteps. Mrs. Schrödinger appeared. She had a bright new hairdo. It glowed purple in the sun. Her face looked flustered.

“Oh, Rachel! It’s you. I thought it might be the police.”

The police? What was she talking about?

“I was just wondering if my father was here,” Rachel said hopefully.

“No, he wasn’t able to come to work today. He’s sick. Didn’t he tell you?”

Rachel’s heart sank. Her worst fears confirmed.

“Why don’t you hurry home to him? He probably needs your help.”

Rachel nodded. She was about to leave when she saw Mrs. Schrödinger glancing beyond her into the square. Her eyes were filled with anxiety. Which made Rachel, despite everything, curious.

“Has something happened, Mrs. Schrödinger? Why were you expecting the police?”

“Well.” Mrs. Schrödinger suddenly looked upset. “The fact is, we had an intruder last night.”

Rachel felt a strange tingle of nerves. An old feeling. A Malstain feeling.

“What kind of intruder?”

“Well, it was very strange. We reopened the library yesterday. So there’s no need for anyone to break in. They can come anytime and read the books. But someone broke in last night.”

“How do you know?”

“They broke a window. Then they got into the Rare Books Room. They smashed the new lock we put on the door.”

Rachel paused.

“Mrs. Schrödinger, may I please have a look?”



Rachel followed Mrs. Schrödinger down the long corridor of the library. Inside, everything had changed. A special government grant had ensured the library was put back together better than ever, bookcases restored, floors polished bright, windows mended and cleaned. The place looked fantastic.

Rachel’s school shoes clicked on the gleaming stone. Past wonderful bright new signs for Anthropology, Zoology, Human Biology, past languages, Aramaic, Greek, Roman History.

They arrived at the three steps leading up to the small door with the red velvet curtain. It had been neatly reinstalled, and with a new sign.

RARE BOOKS ROOM

JUST ASK FOR THE KEY!

Mrs. Schrödinger opened the door. And led Rachel into the room.

“It’s so strange,” she said. “No sign of a break-in anywhere else in the library. But just look.”

Rachel looked. The room was ransacked. Someone had been inside, someone in a hurry. Books were strewn across the floor. The only cabinet that remained upright was the empty glass one at the end. Where once had lain The Book of Stolen Dreams.

“Whoever it was, they were angry,” Rachel observed, trying to sound as calm as possible.

Her mind flashed back to the last time she was here—the final poem, the walled garden, the Book destroyed, the bloodred key left in her hand after she and her mother said their final goodbyes.

“Did they take anything?”

“That’s what’s so strange. They took nothing at all,” the librarian replied.

At this moment they both heard police sirens.

“Here they are at last!” cried Mrs. Schrödinger, and she ran out to meet the officers.

Rachel lingered in the room. She looked down at the flurry of broken bookbindings and loose papers at her feet.

“Maybe they did take nothing,” Rachel Klein said to herself. “But they were looking for something. Something that is no longer here.”
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4 What Are the Meyers Hiding?


Rachel paced the streets of Brava, not knowing where she was going. All she knew was she had to think.

A break-in at the library! Someone was looking for The Book of Stolen Dreams. Someone who did not know it had been destroyed. Someone who wanted to use its magic powers!

Was it connected to the boy on the bench? To the Hinterland? To the secret of the bloodred key?

Rachel needed some advice. Maybe she should talk to Robert? But he was busy rehearsing his speech in some new cafe with Marie and the others. And he was adamant Rachel should forget all about the Book and the Hinterland! No one else knew about the bloodred key; not Josef Centurion, the wonderful thief and violin player who had helped Rachel defeat Charles Malstain; not Laetitia, her absolute best friend from St. Cecilia’s Home for Forgotten Children, with whom she had shared so many adventures. Rachel had sworn not to tell anyone!

No, there was only one place she could go.

She took a left into a small courtyard, turned right through a cemetery, crossed the square, and entered Paradise Alley.

Rachel slipped down the impossibly narrow passageway to the slim, slate-gray house. It was no longer boarded up, its windows were clean and bright, the door had a new coat of paint, a cheery blue. She breathed, looked at the sign. It was also new, painted in a gorgeous gold.

MEYER AND ROSE

ILLUSTRATING THE STRANGE AND THE FANCIFUL

COME IN, WE ARE OPEN!

Rachel pushed the door open and entered.

In the hallway she paused, looked at the same old pictures of the painters, the same mahogany side table. She remembered how frightening this room had once appeared. Now it was bathed in winter light that streamed through the window.

She heard murmurings.

“Is that her? I swear it is!”

“It is me!” she called out.

“Come up! Come up!” issued a chorus of high voices.

Rachel couldn’t help smiling. They were like a family of birds, chirruping and chatting. She climbed the stairs to the first floor, then the second, past the creak that had betrayed her that vital afternoon when all had been revealed about Meyer and Sons, the family of painters whose remarkable artistry had created The Book of Stolen Dreams, and enabled them to live in the upstairs room as ghosts forever.

And there at the top of the stairs, arms out wide for a big spectral hug, stood Benjamin Meyer.

“It is her! Our savior!” he called out, and embraced her warmly.

The word “warmly” here requires some qualification. Rachel had been hugged many times by the Meyers in the months since Charles Malstain’s death (they were surprisingly touchy-feely for spirits) but she had noticed that a ghost’s hug, though well-intentioned, was never actually warm. Benjamin had explained that a ghost had all the same feelings as you or I might have, but that the physical heat of life was not quite as present. “A small sacrifice,” he had said gaily, “for all that matters is to have each other and to be able to work in a world of color!”

Now the five-hundred-year-old painter took her in his wispy arms, held her tight, and ushered her into the top room.

“Rachel, my dear, what a pleasure, what an honor, how did you find the time in your busy schedule?!”

“But she’s cold! Make her tea! Give her crumpets!” cried out various other aged Meyers, and Benjamin’s tiny wife Rosica rushed to an old copper kettle and placed it on the stove.

“Let her sit,” she cried, “she’s been studying, she works so hard, such a keen mind, so imaginative, so gifted, so talented!”

Rachel sat. She felt better already. How much she loved coming here! How strange that in the bright new Krasnia she was happiest in a dusty attic among a bunch of dead painters. She had to smile at herself.

Now Rosica was giving her tea, and a spectacularly buttered crumpet. The old woman looked at her, eyes gleaming.

“What is it, my dear? Tell us what is on your mind!” she insisted.

“Yes, tell us everything!” the ghosts parroted. “No secrets here!”

“Is Walter here? Solomon?” Rachel asked.

“Both away, my dear,” said Benjamin. “They work so hard, those warm-blooded young men! Business in Thuringia this time. A wonderful library there requires new manuscripts, so we are all busy like mice. But we always have time for you.”

“Yes, we always have time for Rachel Klein!” they chirruped, gathering round her like sparrows round a water bowl.

“It’s probably nothing,” she began.

“Nonsense! Nothing is ever nothing with you.”

“There’s been a break-in at the library.” And the moment she said this, Rachel sensed a tension in the room. The temperature got just a little chillier.

“Oh, yes?” Benjamin smiled as if it might be nothing. Rosica’s nose twitched and her eyes narrowed very slightly.

“Yes. The Rare Books Room. They took nothing but it just seems strange. As Mrs. Schrödinger said, the library is open now so the person could have just come in during normal hours. The whole point of a library is that anyone can read anything.”

The room had become unusually silent. The thirty or so painter-ghosts looked at her as if unsure who should speak next.

“Well, I’m sure there’s a perfectly innocent explanation,” Benjamin suddenly exclaimed with a smile. He glanced at his wife. Rosica nodded but seemed to butter a second crumpet with a little more speed than necessary.

Rachel paused. Then gathered her strength.

“There’s something I haven’t told anyone. Not Constanza. Not Solomon. Not even you. I don’t know if it’s relevant to the break-in but I think maybe I should tell you now.”

The ghosts turned to look at her. “What is it, my dear? Tell us! For someone so young to have secrets!”

Rachel looked at a sea of expectant eyes; she took a breath. It was time to come clean and tell the Meyers about the bloodred key and the boy on the bench.

“You know The Book of Stolen Dreams opened the gate to the Hinterland? And allowed your dead loved ones to return to life?”

“Of course, of course! It’s why we’re here,” the spirit-painters trumpeted happily. Benjamin smiled a proud smile.

“And you remember when I destroyed the Book? And closed the gate to the Hinterland? Forever?”

“Of course we remember! You stopped Charles Malstain returning from the land of the dead! Splendid girl! Hero of Krasnia!”

“Well, the Book was burned to ashes. But something else remained.”

She opened her mouth to say what that something was. When suddenly there was a slam of the front door downstairs.
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5 The Missing Meyer


“What was that?” Rachel asked.

“Nothing, dear. Go on. Go on!” The ghosts smiled but the smiles were forced, uneasy. Rachel could hear loud steps in the hallway below.

“Could it be Walter or Solomon returning?” she asked. “I’d like to tell them too.”

“Oh, they won’t be back for days!” Rosica cried and the ghosts all muttered in echo: “Yes, not for days! Thuringia! Business matters!”

“As for the front door, it must have been the wind!” cried Benjamin, and the sparrows echoed: “A passing breeze! A gentle gust! Nothing to worry about! Nothing at all!”

But at that moment Rachel heard feet on the stairs. Then a man’s voice, gruff and angry.

“She wouldn’t even see me! Sent me a message saying she was busy! A family crisis and President Constanza Glimpf won’t see her great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather! What are we to do?”

The feet stormed up the stairs. A figure appeared on the landing. Rachel recognized him as Septimus Meyer—one of the ghost-painters, never seen without his pipe. His face was flushed red with rage. He had not yet seen Rachel.

“How dare Daniel put us in this position! It’s madness asking us to do such a thing! You wait until I see him! I’d kill him if I could!”

Rachel’s ears pricked. Who was this Daniel? She racked her brain but could not remember ever meeting a Meyer of that name.

“Septimus, please…” Benjamin tried to alert the new arrival to Rachel’s presence. But the old painter brandished his pipe in fury and carried on with his rant.

“No, Benjamin, this is too much! For Daniel even to suggest using the gate for his own frivolity!” Septimus turned to Rosica, who was standing frozen to the spot with the butter knife in her hand. “Mother, you have to talk to him. It’s a scandal! The egotism! We should never have let him back from the dead!”

Rachel’s blood froze.

“To ask us to reopen the gate after all we’ve been through! As if we could do such a thing! And without even telling us why!”

At this Benjamin leaped forward.

“Septimus, be quiet!”

Septimus Meyer stopped. He had suddenly seen Rachel Klein, half-eaten crumpet in hand, in the middle of the room. He paused, tried to turn his snarling expression into a smile. It wasn’t very successful.

“Oh. Rachel, my dear. How lovely to see you,” he said. And then, without seeming to know why, he jutted his head up and cried out: “Ha!”

“Is something wrong, Septimus?” Rachel asked quietly.

“Wrong? Why should anything be wrong?” Septimus stammered. And the elderly Meyers all echoed, “No, no, no, what could be wrong? Wrong? Nothing’s wrong thanks to you, my dear!” And then they did a little dance for no reason.

Rachel looked at the ghost-painters. They were like devious birds, she thought, birds with a terrible secret.

“Did you just come from outside, Septimus?” she asked coolly.

“Me? No, my dear.”

“Because I thought you Meyers never left the workshop. Ever.”

“Indeed we don’t. Golden Rule number one!” they all said triumphantly in unison. But Rachel wasn’t going to let them get away with that.

“I heard you come in, Septimus. You slammed the door. And you have a coat on and there is soil on your boots.”

Septimus looked at his shoes like a naughty child.

“I just popped outside into the alley.”

“Why?” Rachel asked. She was like an expert lawyer cross-examining a criminal.

“Why? Oh. I was checking that the front door was still there.”

That was the most ridiculous lie Rachel had ever heard.

“But, Septimus, you can just as easily see the front door from the inside.”

“But it’s such a lovely new color on the outside!” interjected Benjamin, and they all joined in.

“Yes, indeed! A delightful new color. Sky blue. Did you see it? Solomon chose it! A fine choice. A wonderful choice!”

Rachel looked at them all. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” she called out boldly. “It’s clear as day Septimus went to the palace to try to see Constanza. Now why would he do that? Why would you break the Golden Rule, never to leave the attic?! And who is this Daniel who you say is trying to open the gate?!”

There was a deadly silence. Then Benjamin stepped forward. He spoke firmly.

“My dear Rachel, let me be honest with you. We have a small family issue. But it will all be cleared up. I promise you. It’s a minor concern, and one that you of all people should not worry about. You’ve done enough for your country!”

He looked her deep in the eye.

“Trust me. Please. Go home. Your father needs you.”

Rachel looked at him. He’s trying to get rid of me, she thought. She put down her plate, leaving the crumpet half-eaten.

“Yes, I suppose I should go home to Father,” she said quietly. “He isn’t very well.”

“That’s it! That’s a good girl! Take your crumpet with you!” they chirruped.

“I’m not hungry,” she said pointedly, and walked back down the stairs.

“Come again, anytime, do come, we’re always here!” they chorused as she reached the hallway. But she knew they didn’t mean it. She walked toward the door. She was furious. The Meyers were all lying to her. And she had no idea why.

Then she saw something on the floor. A letter addressed to Benjamin and Rosica Meyer, Paradise Alley.

She stared at it. Had it fallen from Septimus’s coat?

She picked it up. It said just a few words.


I need to meet you! We have to open the gate!

0909. Boruchka.

Help me!

Daniel



“Daniel!” Rachel murmured under her breath.

Was it memory or instinct? Rachel looked up from the letter. And there on the wall right in front of her was a very old portrait of a jolly-looking young man with plump, rosy cheeks, long hair and smiling eyes, and a red scarf flung glamorously around his neck.

A small gold plaque under the portrait read: Daniel Meyer 1521–1553.

And Rachel was instantly struck by a simple truth. Unlike all the other portraits in the hallway, she had never seen this man in the Meyer attic.

Rachel quietly memorised the note, replaced it where she’d found it, opened the front door and walked out into Paradise Alley. Then she slammed the door as loudly as she could.





[image: Image]


6 Decisions


Rachel ran home as fast as her legs would carry her.

Now she knew why the Meyers were lying to her! This was no minor family issue! This was about a secret member of their family who wanted to reopen the gate to the Hinterland. Why would Daniel Meyer want to do that? Why were the Meyers protecting him? What did his letter mean? Why 0909? And what was Boruchka?

Rachel had a feeling in her stomach. One of her hunches. And this hunch said that the note on the Meyer hallway floor was connected to the break-in at the library.

And to the bloodred key.

Rachel dashed into the apartment. Robert was not back. Her father was still sleeping. Rachel hurried straight to her bedroom. She climbed on the bed and looked up at the secret alcove. She paused for a moment as if preparing herself. Then she slid the plasterboard across, and peered inside.

She gasped.

The bloodred key was pulsing and glowing in the darkness.

The key will tell you.

Rachel sat on the bed in shock for a moment. The boy on the bench was not just trying to impress her. He was telling the truth! And she had sworn to him, as a Keeper of the Key, that when it told her to do something, she would obey it.

Should she call the number on the card? But the card clearly said she should call only in Absolute Emergency. Was this an emergency? Rachel wasn’t sure. She needed advice! And Robert still wasn’t home!

Then Rachel remembered Constanza Glimpf, descendant of the Meyer family. Constanza knew about the bloodred key. And she had made it clear to the Kleins that she was available at all times, “For you have saved Krasnia.”

Rachel ran to the phone and called the Presidential Palace. But the President was not available, not according to the overly cheerful receptionist who told Rachel to “kindly put your request in writing and we’ll be sure to get back to you!” Rachel hung up in frustration.

She sat wondering what to do. She didn’t want to upset her father and anyway he wasn’t leaving his bedroom. When Robert did finally come home it was nearly midnight and when Rachel tried to tell him about Daniel Meyer and the break-in, Robert barely listened. He was far too nervous about the speech he was giving the next day at the Youth Parliament.

“Rachel, please! I need my sleep!” he cried out and went straight to bed.

Rachel didn’t sleep a wink. She rose the next morning determined to take the key and the card and to confront the Meyers. She had to know what was going on.

Suddenly she heard Robert practicing his Youth Parliament speech in the bathroom.

“And so, my dear friends, lovers of Krasnia, what does freedom mean to us now that we have it? As one who joined the Krasnian Revolutionary Front because I was determined to defeat the tyrant Charles…”

Rachel pushed open the bathroom door. Robert was standing on a stool that Rachel had used when she was younger to see in the mirror. He was in his school uniform and wearing a strange new beret. It was a horrid pinkish red, with a silly tassel. Robert clearly loved it.

“What do you think?” he said, turning proudly. “It’s for the speech. Marie always wears a beret so I thought I’d buy one too.”

Rachel’s immediate thought was that Marie’s beret was gray and looked elegant whereas Robert looked like he had a squashed cherry on his head. But she had no time to talk about berets! “Robert, listen!” she said.

But before she could say anything, Robert was already leaping off the stool.

“Don’t forget, Rach!” Robert ran into the living room and grabbed his bag. “The competition starts at six p.m. and my speech is the last one. I’ve got you and Dad the best seats. Pick him up from work and make sure he comes with you!”
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