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For Sam,
thank you for the music and the adventures





‘Study the past and you would define the future’

– Confucius

‘I call architecture frozen music’

– Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

‘Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments

Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices

That, if I then had waked after long sleep,

Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming,

The clouds methought would open and show riches . . .’

– William Shakespeare
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Sir John Soane’s House
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Sim Lockier sensed a presence in the doorway behind him. His hand sprang up from the piano keyboard, shooting into the air just in time to catch the wooden staff that was flying across the living room. Flipping the stick down, he drove it into the floor, hopping off the piano stool and landing in a defensive stance. The chord he’d been playing reverberated around the room as he bowed to his mum.

‘Osu, Sensei!’

‘Good.’ Callidora Lockier bowed back. She was dressed in her uniform black joggers, vest and hoodie. The rebellious wisps of chestnut hair that had escaped her high ponytail framed her heart-shaped face, softening her determined jawline. ‘You must always be alert to the dangers around you.’

‘What dangers?’ Sim gestured to the living room and kitchenette of their tiny attic flat. ‘I’m a twelve-year-old kid doing piano practice.’

‘It’s time to clean,’ his mum said, padding to the front door like a panther.

In the mornings, Callidora worked at a dojo teaching judo, aikido and tai chi, but her main job was being the caretaker of Sir John Soane’s Museum. She enjoyed cleaning and would turn repetitive tasks into bodybuilding exercises, pointing out that it was like getting paid to work out at a gym.

‘You can finish your piano practice later,’ Callidora told Sim, pulling back the three bolts, turning the key and twisting the handle. Her biceps were like ripe peas ready to burst from their pods.

Sim wondered for the millionth time what the danger was that made his mum so guarded, but there was no point asking. She never answered. He knew his mum had secrets. The lines on her face told of a hard life. Her strong, calloused hands kept the museum spotlessly clean, but they were also weapons.

[image: Sim stands in front of a piano with a wooden staff.]
A mop and bucket stuffed with cleaning products stood in the hall. Callidora picked it up as she descended the stairs.

Sim and his mum lived in the attic flat of number twelve Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Two hundred and thirty years ago this building, and number thirteen, the house next door, were owned by a famous architect called Sir John Soane. Inside, he’d created a collector’s paradise. Number thirteen was now a museum displaying the long-dead architect’s collection of art, archaeological finds, architecture and an eclectic assortment of other fascinating objects. Number twelve housed the museum gift shop, an exhibition space, offices and, in the eaves of the roof, the caretaker’s flat consisting of two small bedrooms, a titchy bathroom and a kitchen-living room. The attic flat of number twelve was Sim’s favourite of the many places he and his mum had lived. When they’d moved in two years ago, he’d been delighted to find an ancient upright piano in the sitting room. It felt to Sim as if the instrument had been waiting for him. He loved it and played for hours every day.

Taking a heavy bundle of keys from her pocket, Sim’s mum unlocked the connecting door that led them to number thirteen.

Cleaning took place after the museum had shut its doors at five o’clock. Unless Sim was at his best friend Nelson’s house, he and his mum always did it together. They had a system, starting on the second floor and working their way down through the public rooms. Sim was responsible for cleaning the glass. With two spray guns of window cleaner hanging off his belt like pistols, and an arsenal of cloths, he’d wipe out finger and nose prints, spraying every cabinet door, mirror and window, polishing the glass to a flawless transparency. He particularly enjoyed cleaning the Model Room, with its three-tiered display case holding miniature cork reconstructions dating back to the 1800s. He was fascinated by a model of the Pompeii archaeological dig. As he buffed the glass, Sim thought about how terrifying the moment must have been when Vesuvius, a stratovolcano, had exploded, suspending Pompeii in time for ever.

He was constantly discovering treasures in the museum. Many moments from history were gathered here: paintings by famous artists, archaeological treasures, grotesque gargoyles and ancient earthenware pots. The building felt more like a time traveller’s palace than an architect’s house.

After finishing the glass on the second floor, Sim found his mum and they went down to the first floor together. The South Drawing Room was a large, banana-yellow room with a huge rug, patterned with red roses, covering the floorboards. It had no furniture, except for the portraits of Sir John Soane and his sons on the wall. Callidora set her bucket down and slipped her feet out of her trainers. Sim went to the deep window alcoves and drew the heavy golden brocade curtains, then removed his shoes and stood opposite his mum, at the far end of the rug. The attic flat was too small to train in, but the South Drawing Room was perfect.

[image: Sim and Callidora join hands and bow before each other in the South Drawing Room.]
‘The three aims of any fight are?’ Callidora asked.

‘Deflect. Disarm. Disappear,’ Sim replied automatically.

‘Good.’ She nodded and bowed.

Sim bowed back.

‘Now. Attack me.’

Sim darted one step forward and retreated, testing her intentions.

‘Try and throw me.’

Sim tried every move his mum had taught him, but none of his punches or kicks landed. She chuckled as she threw up block after block, finally sweeping his legs from under him. She reached out a hand and pulled him back onto his feet, ruffling his dark curls. ‘You can do better than that, Peanut. All you need to do is unbalance me. Use your imagination.’

Sim retreated. His breath was coming in fast gasps. To bring down his mum, he’d have to do something she wouldn’t expect. There was a noise outside in the corridor, but he barely registered it. Darting towards his mum, he reached his hands forward, as if he were going to grab her hoodie. Instead, he slid his right leg forward, throwing his body behind it, as if he were doing a sliding tackle. As the lower half of his body slid through his mum’s legs, he kicked his legs up, wrapping them around her waist and yanking her backwards. She lost her balance and fell. He kept his grip until she hit the floor, then rolled, putting his hands down and bouncing up onto his feet, resuming his defensive stance.

He expected his mum to cheer, as she always did when he managed to floor her, but she had sprung up faster than him. Her eyes were wide. She’d thrown out a protective arm to show he shouldn’t move.

That’s when Sim heard the voices.

‘We’re not supposed to let people into the museum after closing time,’ came the anxious tones of Mrs Armitage from the stairwell.

‘I told you. We’re from the British Museum,’ replied a deep male voice. ‘We won’t take long.’ And after a moment, ‘You can go.’

‘Erm, I’m not really meant . . .’ Mrs Armitage’s voice was trembling.

‘We don’t need a chaperone.’

‘Right. Yes. Of course. Sorry.’

Sim heard the light patter of Mrs Armitage hurrying away.

He watched a towering shadow appear on the yellow wall next to the half-open door of the South Drawing Room, and beside it the silhouette of a boy about his own size.

With her finger to her lips, his mum was frantically waving Sim backwards, towards the door that led into the North Drawing Room. Sim grabbed his shoes and retreated. His mum had the energy of a coiled snake. She looked alarmed.

As they slipped soundlessly into the North Drawing Room, his mum whispered, ‘We’ve got to get to the Picture Room.’

Sim’s heart was hammering as he heard the man and boy enter the South Drawing Room. His mum was already at the door leading to the stairwell. He noticed her bare feet, and pointed.

‘She’s here,’ said the man.

‘How d’you know?’ asked the boy.

‘Shoes,’ replied the man. ‘Find her.’

Sim felt a jolt of panic at the swooshing sound of the heavy curtains being yanked aside, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from the door of the South Drawing Room. An icy dread had taken hold of his body and his feet felt glued to the floor.

Callidora grabbed his sleeve, pulling him across the room and out into the stairwell.

‘Run,’ she mouthed silently. ‘Run!’
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The Door to the Picture Room
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Running down the stairs soundlessly, Sim darted into the dining room, which was decorated in a deep red with forest-green trim and housed shelves of enormous leather-bound books. Callidora carefully closed the door behind them. Sim glanced up at the ceiling, painted with the scene of Pandora opening her jar. He listened for the footsteps of their pursuers.

‘Sim. Come on.’ His mum was holding the door to the study open. Darting through it, Sim wondered who was chasing them. Why was his mum scared?

Ushering him into the dressing room, Callidora closed and locked the study door. They were standing in the corridor leading to the Picture Room. It was crammed with big bits of marble and plaster casts of details from Greek and Roman temples. The Picture Room door was always locked because inside were famous paintings worth millions of pounds.

Callidora pulled a black penny whistle from the holster on her belt and placed her fingers over the holes, lowering her lips to the mouthpiece. She paused, twisting the head, aligning it with the body. Facing the Picture Room, she closed her eyes and softly played a musical phrase, leaning forward until her forehead was almost touching the door.

[image: Callidora plays a tune using a black penny whistle.]
Sim frowned. What was she doing? The whistle would give them away. Feeling light-headed, he found he was holding his breath. His pulse was racing. A wave of nausea caused pinpricks of sweat to erupt all over his body. He closed his eyes as his mum played a long note that made the air around him vibrate. Through his eyelids he saw a golden glow. He felt her grab his arm and yank him through the door.

‘Callidora! Goodness! . . . Oh! Hello! Who’s this?’

Sim blinked. He was astonished to see an elderly man in the Picture Room, dressed in an old-fashioned black suit with a froth of white lace cascading from his collar. He was sitting in an armchair in front of the white marble fireplace where a fire burned in the grate. The olive walls were hung with paintings framed in gold but the colours somehow seemed more vibrant. And the room smelled odd. The usual scent of furniture polish was eclipsed by a mix of tobacco, boiled vegetables, human sweat and woodsmoke. Sim’s head was spinning. How could this man be in here, when the door was locked and the museum closed? How had he got in? And who had let him light a fire?

Sim studied the elderly man’s kind, intelligent eyes, which peered over spindly half-moon glasses. He looked familiar.

‘Sir John, I need your help,’ Callidora said, her voice hushed and urgent. ‘There are hunters in your house, in my time.’

As Sir John closed the green, leather-bound book in his lap, Sim glimpsed handwriting. ‘Are they looking for you? Do they know about the door?’

‘Yes, they’re after me, and if they don’t know about your door, they’re about to find out.’ She looked nervously over her shoulder, then glanced at Sim. ‘We need to hide . . .’

‘Hmm. Yes.’ Sir John stood up and Sim realized he was wearing black breeches and leather boots up to his knees. The cuffs of his jacket were unusually long. ‘I’ve got just the place.’

Picking up a staff with a hooked end from the top of a low bookcase that ran around the room, Sir John lodged it in a catch, pulling at the wall to the left of the fireplace. The panel, on which paintings were hung, opened like the cover of a book. Behind it was another wall with more paintings. Sir John opened this panel too, and the one behind it, revealing an alcove containing yet more art.

The magical thing about the Picture Room was that it was a puzzle box, and beneath the swinging panels, behind the bookcase, was a vacant rectangular space.

‘Get in,’ said Sir John, nodding to the space.

‘What about you?’ Callidora asked, coming closer to Sir John and lowering her voice. ‘You’re not safe from the hunters. None of us are.’

‘I knew there was a risk I would get a visit from the Council when I built this room.’ He smiled at Callidora. ‘I’ve managed to avoid the hunters all my life. Now that I’m in my autumn years, I no longer fear them. There isn’t a time that I’m not prepared to die in.’

[image: Sir John sits in a chair next to a fireplace with burning wood. Multiple paintings are above the fireplace.]
Fear sparked in Sim’s chest at this bewildering statement.

‘I shouldn’t have come.’ Callidora shook her head as her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I didn’t know what else to do. They mustn’t know about Sim. They will take him from me.’

Sim’s breath stuck in his throat.

‘Hush now.’ Sir John put his hand on hers. ‘I’m grateful to you, Callidora, for opening the door and proving my theory.’ He smiled. ‘If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t know about Drake’s map. I’ve got people looking for it. We suspect Napoleon had it when he spent those years in Egypt, but that’s where the trail goes cold. Wars are frustratingly messy things . . . but I’m getting distracted.’ Sir John nodded at the hiding place. ‘We can talk another time.’

Sim scrambled over the bookcase and lay down in the hiding space. His mum got in after him. Sir John closed the picture panels above their heads. Sim’s eyes quickly adjusted to the dark. A thin beam of light was coming through a spyhole. He wriggled, putting his eye to it, and saw Sir John slotting the pole into a groove along the cabinet top. The old man withdrew a big brown book from the bookcase opposite and opened the cover. It wasn’t a book! It was a box disguised as a book. Sir John put his green book inside, closed the cover, and returned it to the shelf before taking a different book to his chair and sitting down.

For several long minutes all Sim could hear was the distant crackling of the fire, his mum’s breathing and the beating of his own heart. Questions flew about his head like moths around a light bulb. Who was Sir John? How did he know his mum? Who were the hunters? Why would they take him away?’

Sim heard a distant drumming and his mum stiffened.

‘Good evening, gentlemen,’ Sir John said. ‘Can I help you?’

From his spyhole, Sim saw legs he guessed belonged to the man and the boy from upstairs.

‘We’re looking for someone.’

Sir John’s visitors prowled around the Picture Room. Sim drew back from the spyhole, holding his breath.

‘By Jove! Is that the time?’ exclaimed Sir John as a pair of legs moved to stand directly in front of the spyhole. ‘Of course! You’re here for the Royal Society meeting to discuss our archaeological explorations of Egypt. I’ll bet the person you’re looking for is there already. I popped in here a moment ago to grab a book.’

‘Yes,’ came the low reply. ‘We’re here for . . . the meeting.’

‘I’m Sir John Soane. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr . . .’

‘Penhooligan, Larrikin Penhooligan. This is my assistant, Master Kabir Burman.’

‘Are you a keen Egyptologist, Mr Penhooligan?’

‘No. Unless . . .’ There was a shift in Penhooligan’s voice. ‘You haven’t come across Nefertiti’s golden heart scarab in your archaeological explorations, have you?’

‘How odd!’ Sir John’s voice took on a hint of mystery. ‘You are not the first person to ask me about that particular artefact. I encountered a woman a moment ago who asked me the very same question.’

‘Woman?’

‘Yes. She was dressed rather oddly. Come with me to the Sepulchral Chamber – that’s where I sent her – and we can talk more.’

Sim heard the door open.

‘Did you gentlemen read in The Times that the six Tolpuddle Martyrs have been convicted and are to be shipped to a penal colony in Australia?’ Sir John said, as he ushered his uninvited guests outside. ‘That’ll not be a popular ruling, mark my words.’

Callidora waited until she was certain they’d gone, then pushed the picture panels open.

‘Who are those people?’ Sim whispered, scrambling out after her.

‘Shh. Now is not the time, Sim.’ His mum listened at the door as she took out her penny whistle. ‘Stand beside me.’ She turned her face to the closed door and began to play.

One of Sim’s knees buckled. He lurched forward, feeling unbalanced. His head was fizzy. Nausea threatened to overwhelm him. He closed his eyes to steady himself and felt his mum grab his sleeve. When he opened his eyes, he was out in the corridor with the chunks of marble. Blinking, he noticed the smell of woodsmoke was gone. All he could smell was furniture polish.

‘We need to get back to the flat,’ his mum said, pulling him back the way they had come. ‘We’re not safe here.’
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Nelson’s Theory
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Sim sprinted through the morning mist to the bus stop, fearful of every shadow. Last night, once back inside their attic flat, his mum had triple-locked the front door and pushed a chest of drawers against it. She’d strapped on a belt of throwing knives before making boil-in-the-bag ravioli for dinner, then sat guard all night. At breakfast she refused to talk about what had happened in the museum, saying she needed to think. Sim was scared.

Seeing the short, solid figure of his best friend Nelson Jelani, waiting at the bus stop, was reassuringly normal. Nelson was dressed in the same green-and-grey school uniform that Sim was wearing. His crisp shirt collar contrasted sharply with his dark brown skin, framing his inquisitive face.

‘Sim!’ Nelson called out as Sim hurried towards him. ‘Did you hear? The government is stopping funding music scholarships! Does your mum know? All music lessons in schools are getting cut. Bang goes my dream of learning electric guitar.’

‘Nelson, I need to talk to you.’ Sim sat on the bench beside his friend. ‘It’s important. It’s about my mum.’

[image: Nelson wears a backpack and waits at a bus stop.]
‘What’s wrong?’ Nelson wiped the drizzle from his blue-framed glasses, fixing his concerned brown eyes on Sim. ‘What did she do?’

‘She hasn’t done anything . . .’ Sim had always been able to tell Nelson anything. He was a good listener. But the events of last night were confusing and he didn’t know how to describe them. ‘It’s just . . . well . . . she’s not like other mums.’

‘Obviously,’ Nelson snorted. ‘She’s a badass.’

‘Yes. I mean, no . . . That’s not it . . .’ A red London bus approached the stop. Sim and Nelson automatically got to their feet as the doors opened and Sim stopped talking.

‘Are you alright?’ Nelson asked, bumping his rucksack higher onto his right shoulder.

Sim shook his head as they showed the driver their passes and climbed up the stairs to their usual seat in the middle of the deck. ‘Something strange is going on.’ They slid their bags off and sat down. ‘Last night, when Mum and I were cleaning the museum –’ Sim lowered his voice – ‘a man, and a boy about our age, got into the museum and were sneaking around.’

‘Why?’ Nelson whispered. ‘Were they going to rob it? Did your mum kick their butts?’

‘No.’ In the light of a dreary April morning, the drama of the previous evening seemed flat and unreal. ‘Mum seemed . . . frightened. We ran and hid.’

‘That is weird.’ Nelson frowned. ‘Did you ask her why?’

‘She won’t talk about it.’ Sim sighed.

‘Have you ever wondered –’ Nelson glanced sideways at him – ‘if your mum could be a spy?’

‘What?’

‘You move house a lot. She’s good at fighting. It makes sense.’

‘She’s a cleaner . . .’

‘With black belts in judo, tai chi, and aikido.’

‘She teaches martial arts.’

Nelson raised an eyebrow.

‘She isn’t a spy,’ Sim protested. ‘When would she have the time? My dad’s dead. She’s a single mum. We haven’t got family she can send me to stay with. My grandparents are dead. She’s never left me on my own, not once. Being a cleaner is a rubbish cover story for a spy. It keeps her here, with me, all the time.’

‘Hmm. That’s true,’ Nelson conceded. ‘Shame. She’d be brilliant at it. She has this way of making herself look so ordinary that she does the opposite of standing out; she stands in. It’s like she can make herself invisible.’

‘Running and hiding aren’t the strangest things that happened last night,’ Sim said. ‘We hid in the Picture Room, which is always double-locked, but instead of opening it with a key, Mum took out her penny whistle and played a tune . . .’

Nelson screwed his face up in disbelief. ‘What?’

‘And then . . . well, things got blurry, but I think . . .’ Sim knew what he was about to say sounded ridiculous. ‘We stepped through the door without opening it. And there was this elderly man sitting in there, wearing a costume. There was a fire in the grate. The place smelled wrong, like boiled cabbages and—’

‘The room smelled of cabbages?’ Nelson echoed.

‘Let me get to the end.’ Sim took a breath. ‘The man knew my mum. She asked him to hide us. She said hunters were after us and if they discovered I existed they’d take me away. We climbed into a secret compartment below the picture panels, then the man and the boy came in.’

‘What did they look like?’ Nelson’s eyes were wide.

‘I could only see their legs. They said their names were Mr Larrikin Penhooligan and Kabir Burman.’ Sim paused. ‘But – and this is the super-weird part – the old man who helped us introduced himself as Sir John Soane!’

‘The Sir John Soane who made your museum?’ asked Nelson.

‘But it can’t have been him,’ said Sim, rubbing his hands over his face, ‘because he died, like, two hundred years ago.’

‘It sounds like your mum is mixed up in something serious.’

‘She won’t answer any of my questions and . . . and . . .’ Sim looked at Nelson. ‘I’m scared.’

‘Hey. Your mum would do anything to protect you. She’s fierce.’ Nelson gave him a reassuring smile. ‘You’re safe with her.’

They fell silent as they got off the bus and walked towards the gates of their school. City High was a boys’ school. Sim and Nelson were scholarship kids, which had been the foundation of their friendship. It marked them out as different from the other boys and made them targets.

‘Look, it’s Nerdy Nelson and Simpy Sim!’ came a shout. ‘Are you nerds weeing yourselves with excitement about today’s maths test?’ Mark Skeeve was leaning against one of the brick gateposts, flanked by a gang of grinning boys. ‘Did you stay up late practising your times tables?’

Sim wasn’t in the mood for jibes and threats. He had bigger worries. ‘Bog off, Skeeve.’

‘Er, he didn’t mean that,’ Nelson said, becoming alarmed as Mark Skeeve straightened up and the other boys huddled round him.

‘Oh dear.’ Mark Skeeve smirked. ‘It looks like Simpy Sim needs to be taught to respect his betters?’

Sim glared at Mark Skeeve, aware his fists were clenching. He drew in a slow breath, trying to control his temper. His mum had an unbreakable rule; he was only allowed to use his training in defence, never to attack. Dropping his eyes to the tarmac, he plodded past the jeering boys. ‘C’mon, Nelson,’ he muttered, looking back at his friend, just as one of Mark Skeeve’s supporters lifted his knee, aiming to throw a kick at Nelson’s back.

Sim turned his hips, sidestepped swiftly and lifted his shin to block the kick and save Nelson from falling on his face.

‘Ow!’ complained the boy as his ankle collided with Sim’s shin.

Mark Skeeve immediately threw a punch, but Sim was expecting it. He deflected it with his right arm, hooked his foot round Skeeve’s calf and pulled away his standing leg. Mark Skeeve fell to the floor as the morning bell rang. The other boys scampered away.

‘Let’s get to class,’ Sim said to Nelson, who was staring at Sim with his mouth open.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you could fight like that?’ Nelson said, hurrying after Sim through the school gates.

‘It’s never come up,’ Sim replied. ‘Mum teaches me.’

‘Are you a black belt too?’

‘I’ve never done belts. We do it for fun.’

Throughout morning lessons, Sim kept catching Nelson staring at him. At break time, Nelson suggested they go to the Sir John Soane Museum during lunch to investigate the Picture Room. Sim was grateful; he was nervous about returning alone, but he had to find out what was going on if he was going to help his mum.

When the lunch bell rang, the two boys caught a bus to the museum. Sim led Nelson up to the flat. ‘Mum is at the dojo, teaching,’ he whispered, opening the front door cautiously. They listened, but the flat was empty. Sim ran to a bowl on the kitchen worktop and grabbed his mum’s bundle of keys for the museum. He and Nelson bolted down the stairs and into the museum. Sim smiled at the attendants, greeting them by name. He knew the staff rota and where people would be stationed. Today was a Thursday. The Picture Room would be closed to the public.

‘This is the door,’ Sim said, as they stood in the corridor outside.

Nelson tried the handle. ‘Locked.’ He turned to Sim. ‘Do you remember the tune your mum played to open it?’

‘Yeah.’

Nelson pulled a school recorder from his rucksack. ‘I borrowed this from the music room.’

‘That’s not going to work.’

‘Can’t hurt to try.’ Nelson pushed the recorder into Sim’s hands.

Closing his eyes, Sim summoned the memory of his mum playing her penny whistle and heard the notes in his head. He hummed the tune as he covered the holes in the recorder with his fingers, then haltingly played it through. He had to try three times before he got it right. After each attempt, Nelson tried the door, but it wouldn’t open.

‘This is stupid.’ Sim thrust the recorder back at Nelson, taking out his mum’s keys and checking the coast was clear before opening the door. The two boys slipped inside.

‘There’s no armchair,’ Nelson observed as he marched to the fireplace. ‘No ash or sign of fire in the grate.’

‘They never light fires in here,’ Sim said. ‘The paintings are too valuable. The smoke would damage them.’

‘Where did you hide?’

Sim moved the picture panels to show Nelson, then remembered the spyhole. Bobbing down to line up his eye with it, he identified the bookshelves filled with the large volumes he’d seen last night. Stepping over to them, he took out one book at a time, opening them.

‘What are you doing?’ Nelson came to stand beside him.

‘Sir John had a green diary. He hid it inside a fake book.’ The fourth volume felt lighter than the others, and Sim’s hand trembled with excitement as he opened it. ‘This is it!’ Inside a secret compartment was an old, green, leather-bound book, dark with finger grease and the passing of time. ‘Sir John’s book!’ On the first page, in faded ink, it read: The Commonplace Recordings of John Soane. A musty aroma rose from the book as Sim saw architectural drawings, a recipe for meat pie and pages of mathematical equations. ‘Nelson, I think this book might be a piece of last night’s puzzle.’

‘It looks old,’ Nelson marvelled.

‘It didn’t last night.’

‘Maybe the guy you met last night was a relative of the first John Soane – his great-grandson or something – and is named after him, like I’m named after my uncle.’

‘Maybe.’ Sim found Nelson’s theory reassuringly sensible. ‘But this diary must’ve belonged to the first John Soane.’

[image: A leather-bound book is in the secret compartment of a book.]
‘So, John Soane Junior was reading this book, but you were so hyped and freaked that you thought it was new.’

‘I guess.’ That wasn’t how Sim remembered it, but he could think of no better explanation.

‘We’ve got to get back to school.’ Nelson looked at his watch. ‘We’ll be late for afternoon registration.’

‘I want to read this.’ Sim clutched the book to his chest, feeling certain it held answers.

‘Doesn’t it belong to the museum?’

‘It was hidden. Maybe no one knows about it.’

‘I suppose, if it was important, the museum would put it in a display case,’ Nelson reasoned. ‘I know! Why don’t I take it to Mum’s work after school and photocopy the pages? Then we can put the book back and you can read the copy.’

‘Good idea,’ Sim agreed, handing it over.

‘Sim.’ Nelson slid the green book into the protective pocket of his rucksack. ‘Has it occurred to you that your mum is training you for something? That you’re special in some way and that’s why these hunters are after you?’

‘It’s not me they’re after,’ Sim replied. ‘It’s my mum. And if they catch her, they’ll destroy my family.’
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‘Raindrop’ Prelude
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Walking home from school, Sim thought about his mum. It was hard to know how to help her when he didn’t know what was going on. But there was no one he could ask. His mum had no family. She had no friends that he knew of. It was just the two of them. She’d fed him, clothed him, played with him, and been his teacher when he was home-schooled. They had moved house more times than he could count. London was the first place that he’d gone to a school. It was the first time he’d made a friend.

Nelson had asked him a lot of questions that afternoon. Why wasn’t Sim allowed to be in school photographs? Nelson’s family had framed family pictures in their house; why weren’t there any in Sim’s attic flat?

Sim’s mum had told him that if you loved someone, you could see them when you closed your eyes; that you didn’t need a photograph. But it had always bothered Sim that he didn’t have a photo of his dad, who’d died before he was born. His mum had described Abe Lockier’s dark curly hair and brown eyes to Sim, but she became sad when she talked about him, so he’d never pushed for more information than she’d volunteered.

Nelson had theorized that the reason Callidora always wore black was because either they were in a witness protection programme or she was a criminal. Was the name ‘hunters’ another word for the police? Is that who was after them? If his mum was arrested, would social services take Sim away? Is that what she’d meant? Nelson had said he thought so.

Slotting his key into the lock, Sim let himself into the flat, steeling himself for a difficult conversation.

His mum’s bedroom door was open a sliver, and he froze as he heard quiet sobbing. An icy bead of fear trickled through his chest, dripping into his guts. Sim had never known his mum to cry. She was as dependable as a rock.

For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. Then, slipping off his rucksack, shoes and coat, he left them in a pile on the floor and went to the piano.

Sliding onto the leather stool, Sim cracked his knuckles. He ran his fingers up and down the keyboard, playing a scale. His heart was ticking like a metronome. His palms were sweaty. He rubbed them on his school trousers. The piano had no upper panel. You could see the hammers hitting the strings as you played; the muffler-felt moved when you pressed the foot pedal for a louder wash of sound. The old instrument couldn’t keep concert pitch for more than a couple of weeks, but it had a beautiful tone.

Pushing back the curls from his face, Sim stared at the hammer-rail, letting his eyes lose focus. He rested his fingers on the opening notes of Chopin’s ‘Raindrop’ Prelude. It was his mum’s favourite piece of music. He knew it by heart. As his left hand picked out the bass notes, his right played the trippingly sweet tune that made his mum close her eyes and sway. Hammers struck strings and an enchanting sound rose from the shabby upright. When the piece descended an octave, Sim closed his eyes, imagining sending his heart out of his chest, onto the river of music, across the room, through the door, to his mum. The chords rose and he imagined his mum wiping her eyes with her sleeve. He leaned into the piano, playing with his whole body as the tempo picked up. The conversation he’d planned to have with his mum could wait. Right now, all he wanted was for her to be OK. The music resolved into a pretty collection of high notes. The fear Sim had felt when he’d heard his mum’s tears had calmed. His mum needed his help, and he would do whatever she asked.
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