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‘Piers Torday continues to demonstrate that he is one of the best writers working for children today’ Guardian

 

‘Piers Torday … is the new master of books for children who like magic and modernity with their lust for adventure’ The Times

 

‘A wonderfully strange and strangely wonderful book’

Financial Times

 

‘Original, ingenious and bold … I am still reeling’

The Sunday Times

 

‘If you were to dislike this book, I would not be your friend!’ Omer, age 11

 

‘A hugely inventive adventure’ Eoin Colfer

 

‘Splendid stuff’ Eva Ibbotson

 

‘Gripping, original and memorable’

Francesca Simon

 

‘Wildly inventive, moving and gripping’

Frank Cottrell Boyce

 

‘Full of suspense without ever sacrificing warmth’

Katherine Rundell

 

‘Brings to mind the smarts and silliness of Roald Dahl’

New York Post

 

‘There seems to be no end to Piers Torday’s anarchic imagination – triumphant’ Gillian Cross

 

‘Effortlessly holds his reader’s attention’ Julia Eccleshare

 

‘Deserves full marks – I hope other children will enjoy it as much as I did!’ First News
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‘Not many books change readers’ views of the world, this might be one of them’ LoveReading4Kids

 

‘Brimming with humour and excitement … beautifully described and the tension never breaks’ Philip Womack, Scoop

 

‘A gripping, memorable adventure which celebrates the power and scope of our imagination’ The School Run

 

‘Heartbreaking, surprising, uplifting … There May Be a Castle proves that stories matter. They really do’ The Bookbag
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INTRODUCTION

 

Inside this archive you will find more classified government files that have just been released. They concern the now notorious ‘Magician Project’ (KV 1/1567-1 & 3) run at the end of the Second World War by a small group of idealistic but controversial scientists working out of the War Ministry’s secret research unit at Porton Down in Salisbury.

 

Led by Professor Diana Kelly (KV 3/1567-1), the Magician Project’s aims and methods are still shrouded in secrecy, as many documents relating to the affair have since been destroyed. However, Professor Kelly was quoted on the record as saying that the aim was, simply, ‘to end human conflict, once and for all, for ever’.

 

These newly released files prove beyond all doubt what had until now been merely rumoured – that children, some as young as 8, were used as guinea pigs for the very controversial experiments. And, despite repeated official denials to the contrary, these files show that the Magician Project remains the first and last ever instance of the British government attempting to use magic.

 

Not just any magic. The most powerful magic there is…
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This is a story about four children called Simon, Patricia, Evelyn and Larry. After the war was over, their parents sent them away from London, because their home had been damaged in a bombing raid, and they needed to find a new one.

‘But don’t worry,’ said their father, who had been very brave in the war, with a strip of medals as long as your arm, ‘we’re at peace now. This is a new beginning for all of us, you’ll see. For the whole world.’

Then he saw them off on a very crowded train, waving and waving his hat like a victory flag, until the line of carriages rounded a bend coming out of Waterloo, and the children could see him no longer. The train rattled along to Salisbury station in Wiltshire, near Stonehenge. Here they were met by a woman with a very upright posture and a kind smile, who helped them with their bags. They clambered into the back of her car. This was an Armstrong Siddeley Lancaster and it looked like a cross between a Rolls Royce and a tank. Larry’s eyes widened as he sprawled on to the burgundy leather seat, as he was only eight, and had never seen an Armstrong Siddeley Lancaster before.

‘Comes with the job,’ said the woman, shutting the doors. ‘Don’t gawp, Larry, it makes you look like a frog.’

‘Look!’ whispered Evelyn (who was ten). ‘There’s an escape hatch in the ceiling.’

‘It’s called a sun roof actually,’ said Simon, because he was fourteen and permanently lived in a world of new excitements that his younger siblings could not even begin to understand.

‘What is it you do again, Professor?’ asked Patricia, pushing her glasses back up her nose to admire the handsome bank of instruments in the dashboard. As the oldest girl, at thirteen, she felt she could take the lead on conversation with grown-ups.

‘Sorry, can’t hear you!’ said Professor Diana Kelly, as she started the very loud engine. Then she drove them out of Salisbury, driving so fast that they all had to grab the seat to stop themselves sliding off. The car shot across the plain, past Stonehenge, shadowed and lonely in the afternoon July sun, and through the cooling shade of a beech wood.

Then the Professor suddenly turned off the road at such speed that Larry’s bear fell clean off his lap on to the floor. The Armstrong Siddeley Lancaster roared down a gravel track, sheltered by neat rows of lime trees on either side. When the house came into view, it was dazzling.

It was a kind of manor house, of which there are many in that part of the world, and to the children it just looked very old and very smart. The stone was honey coloured, blazing in the afternoon sun, and there were roses clambering up the side. They twisted over windows so full of sunlight that the children couldn’t see into the house at all. It felt more like the house was looking out at them.

‘Welcome to Barfield Hall,’ said Professor Kelly, applying the brake expertly, which made a satisfying hiss. ‘Very old, even older than me. Also comes with the job.’

The children made faces at each other. They didn’t know what the Professor’s job was. All they knew was they were to stay here for the summer while their mother searched for a new home in London. The Professor was a friend of her mother, although the exact nature of that connection was shrouded in mystery.

‘Mrs Martin, the housekeeper, will serve you some tea in the drawing room at four,’ called out the Professor, already disappearing through the open front door. ‘Feel free to explore, but the top floor is out of bounds. It’s not …’

The rest of her words were lost as she melted into a shadowy corridor, and faded from view.

They all sat for a moment in the hot car, listening to the engine tick down, and some bees buzzing over the two lavender bushes that stood like sentries either side of the arched main entrance. Then Simon grabbed Larry’s bear off the car floor and was out and off, racing across the gravel towards the garden.

‘Last one to catch me is It! No sudden moves or the bear’s a goner!’

Then they were all racing and laughing, bags and coats clean forgotten about, sprinting along terraces of cracked flagstones, ducking in and out of little box hedgerows arranged in a sort of maze. Somewhere between a lopsided oak tree and a dank pond full of flies, Larry retrieved his bear, and led the march indoors, clutching him proudly like a trophy of war.

Inside the house, everything was shaded and cooler, smelling of beeswax and leather. Now they trod softly, on heavy carpets, looking about in wonder at oil paintings the size of walls, of naval battles raging on tempestuous seas, or panting hounds surrounded by their kill of dead pheasants and hares.

Evelyn made a face. ‘I am definitely going to be a vegetarian when I’m grown up,’ she said.

‘Hark at her,’ said Simon. ‘Are you going to wear sandals too and live on a boat?’

‘Just ignore him, Evie,’ said Patricia, punching her older brother on the arm. ‘He’s being a beast. As usual.’ Then she pulled Simon away by the elbow, hissing something in his ear as they walked in lockstep down the corridor.

Evie shrugged, staring at the bloodied animals so hard that she thought she could smell them. Then she didn’t want to look at the picture any more, especially not at any more blood. Not ever again, she thought. They had all seen enough blood to last them for a very long time indeed. She could feel the darkness pinching in at her mind, bringing with it the memory that never went away, the nightmare she could never shake.

That day on Maguire Street – the water from the jets, the sirens caterwauling, someone – a teacher, or a fireman, she wasn’t sure – putting a blanket over her shoulders, and there, there in the middle of the road, right in front of her … something that should never be in the middle of the road, or anywhere for that matter.

Something she never wanted to see again.

‘Come on, Evie!’ called Simon from an open doorway somewhere, trying to sound cheering. ‘Look what we’ve found.’

‘We’re guessing this is the drawing room,’ said Patricia, already sprawled over a sofa that her mother might have described as ‘very French’.

It was a long room full of mirrors, and very different kinds of paintings to those in the hall. There were no ships or slavering hounds, just lots of wonderful colours, in so many different shapes. One was nothing but exploding blues and fluorescent yellows, in hexagons, circles and squares. All of it overlaid with ridged sprays of multicoloured paint. Evie didn’t know what it was about at all, only that she preferred the bright, cheering colours to the bloodied animals in the corridor.

Simon was poking around at a tall wiry sculpture on a plinth. It looked more like a radio transmitter mast than a piece of art, he thought. ‘This your kind of thing is it, E? I bet this one was made by a vegetarian.’

Patricia shot Simon one of her looks, the kind that made him flush with shame, and much to his annoyance, he did. ‘Anyhow, I don’t think much of the service in this place.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s nearly quarter past four already. I wonder where that tea’s got to.’

His sister sat up, in that way people do when they suddenly remember important things. ‘That’s not all we’re missing. Does anyone remember what we did with Larry?’

Simon waved a hand airily. ‘Probably still making teddy bear picnics in the garden.’ He picked up a magazine from a pile on a low silk ottoman. It was very plain, in exercise book blue, with no pictures but lists of names on the front. All the names seemed to be Professors or Doctors of something. He flicked through a few densely typed pages of equations and diagrams and then tossed it aside. There were drawings of the skull and the brain, covered in arrows.

‘Very brainy … Far too brainy to actually read, unfortunately.’ Then he swapped the magazine for a pack of playing cards from the ottoman. ‘Right, you two. If we aren’t to have our tea, then we are jolly well going to have some gin rummy.’

And he began to shuffle.

 

Larry was not making teddy bear picnics in the garden. He was standing halfway up a broad oak staircase, gazing in awe at a stained-glass window, which rained down pretty colours upon him and Grey Bear.

‘It’s very beautiful, isn’t it, Grey Bear?’

Grey Bear nodded, with the help of Larry’s hand.

Then Larry continued up the stairs, Grey Bear bumping behind him. There were more paintings and things, and soft lamps on tables with curved legs, and it was all rather boring, he thought. Most of the doors were locked, or had nothing behind them, except for beds made up with crisp sheets that smelt of lavender.

Back in London, he had explored so many houses over the last few years, he had lost count. Houses without doors, walls or even roofs. You weren’t meant to, but often he and his friends played in the bricky ruins of obliterated terraces. He had found so many useful things – balls, telescopes, spare gas masks – and of course Grey Bear himself.

The dust from the bombed-out street had coated the bear quite grey, and no amount of scrubbing by his mother made any difference. Larry knew he must belong to someone else, but promised to everyone that he was only minding Grey Bear until the owner’s safe return. Even though Evie had yelled at him that he was cruel, how could he, how did he presume to know what had happened to its owner – the bear had never left his side since that day.

Now he opened yet another heavy door on to yet another silent room, with nothing but a gilded dressing table mirror staring back at him, and sighed. Since the Allies had won the war in Europe, all the grown-ups did was bang on about how good it would be when things returned to normal. But if normal was silent houses full of furniture, rather than blown up ones full of treasure, he was not sure how good that was.

He was losing count of how many floors he had been up now. He paused at the foot of a final flight of stairs, much narrower than the others. It was bare and rickety as a bunk-bed ladder. The old woman who called him a frog had also said something about a housekeeper and tea, and his stomach was beginning to rumble. What else had she said?

‘Do you think the others will shout when there’s cake, Grey Bear?’

Grey Bear looked at him impassively. It wasn’t a yes, exactly, but neither was it a no.

They began to mount the stairs to the top floor of the house.

Here was a short corridor, narrower than on the other floors, squeezed right into the roof, so the walls sloped on either side. There was no expensive carpet, but a bare scrap of a rug that hardly covered the weathered timbers. Even though it was a summer afternoon, the corridor felt very cool and the sunlight that leached through the dirt-blotched windows at the end felt softer and weaker than it had out in the garden.

Larry took a step. A floorboard creaked so accusingly that he almost went straight back down the stairs again.

Grey Bear shook slightly in his grip.

He took another few steps. This floor looked like it was going to be the most boring of all. There weren’t even any doors, just some peeling brown paper. A few flies buzzing fruitlessly in the window.

He sighed.

Then there was a noise behind him. A kind of riffling sound, such as a fan or propellor might make. He felt a shift in the air, a change in the pressure on his bare skin. He turned around, but there was nobody there.

Grey Bear gave his usual reassuring smile.

And now, turning back, the strangest thing.

There was a door after all. He could have sworn there hadn’t been one before. How could he have missed it? Perhaps the sunlight, filled with rotating tunnels of dust, had blinded him. Either way, there was most definitely a door, about halfway down the corridor.

A very old-looking one, of solid wood.

He ran his fingers over the surface, which was divided into carved panels. Larry had never seen anything so beautiful. Around the edges there were garlands and trumpets, wreathes of leaves, scrolls bound with ribbon, pillars and geometrical patterns. And in the centre of each panel there were characters or scenes. The wood was so dark – almost black – and so old, cracked and faded that it was hard to see everything. But there was a very ancient-looking man with a long beard, standing in a forest, it seemed. Some monks bent over their illuminated manuscripts, holding great quills. Someone looking at themself in the mirror. A very large goat, walking upright on two legs.

It certainly looked like a very interesting door, so Larry gave it a push.

To his amazement, it opened.

He stepped inside.

The door softly closed behind him, but Larry didn’t even notice. If he had looked like a frog gawping at the Armstrong Siddeley Lancaster, who knew what bug-eyed monster he looked like now? He couldn’t stop staring – at the brass chandeliers, burning with candles above his head. It was hard to tell more about the kind of room it was, because the light from the chandeliers was so fierce and dazzling, but it looked like there was a domed ceiling beyond them, a gallery of diamond windows glittering. Beneath his feet there were floorboards, as dark and old as the door. Then he saw what lay ahead and all around: the stacks of narrow shelves, running on into infinity, packed with books of every kind.

And he knew exactly what kind of room it was.

A library.
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