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about how to get them home. Abel was spending his days reading 
quantum physics, writing copious notes, and studying the parking 
meter. He liked to talk things through with Madeleine, and to quiz 
her about the experiments she and Elliot had done when the two of 
them had tried to solve the crack. 

�Electricity and magnetism jostled it,� Madeleine said, �but we 
think a mirror and a light is the best.� She glanced over at Elliot. 
�Right?�

Elliot nodded.
�Only, the crack in the parking meter here is too small for people, 

so we never actually got it open. You need a bigger crack, a people-
moving crack, and then we think a mirror and light will work � ​but 
we don�t know for sure.� Again, she looked at Elliot. 

�Right,� Elliot agreed, but said no more. 
Some nights, Madeleine�s mother, Holly, joined them too. She was 

doing a fashion design course by correspondence, and she�d bring 
down the samples she was sewing and work on zips or buttons while 
they talked. She thought their conversation about the Kingdom of 
Cello was a game or a story they�d invented. 

�This is better than TV!� she said. Then she reflected, �Well, in all 
honesty, it�s not. TV�s great these days. Such high production values. 
But still. This isn�t bad!�

Fifth, everyone decided that Elliot may as well join in their home 
schooling while he was here. 

So he came along to a History class with Jack�s grandfather, 
Federico Cagnetti. 

The class was in an office above the porter�s lodge at Trinity. 
Federico was crouching by the fireplace, warming his hands, when 
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they arrived. His hands were long and craggy, with sprouts of white 
hair on the knuckles, and these hairs glowed in the gaslight. 

Elliot sat beside Madeleine. 
�It is the turn of Belle,� Federico said abruptly, pressing his hands 

onto his thighs to raise himself and scowling around, light from the 
gas fire eerie in his eyes. �Lucky for Belle.�

Madeleine was conscious of Elliot�s profile. His shadow was blend-
ing with the shadow of his chair. His legs in their jeans stretched 
themselves out, then changed their mind, and moved back closer to 
the chair legs. One shoelace was tied in a knotty double bow; the 
other had come loose and was trailing on the f loor. His hand reached 
up and touched a long, fine scar that ran down the side of his neck.

�In this class,� Federico said to Elliot, �we have the hat. Also, wel-
come,� he added, remembering himself with a sudden blink. 

�The hat?� 
Federico�s eyes widened. The new kid was an idiot! �The hat,� he 

repeated, and he gestured towards his own bowler hat, sitting face up 
on the desk. 

�Ah.� 
Federico relaxed. He held the hat towards Belle. 
�He puts historical names in here,� Belle explained, �and then we 

choose from it and we have to do a presentation on the name. So it�s 
like his hat is destiny.�

�That�s true,� Jack agreed, interested. �The papers in the hat 
are like tea leaves or coffee grinds, only the future they predict is 
assignment-specific.� 

Federico began muttering to himself, low and fast, in Italian. 
�He�s cursing us,� Jack translated for the others. �That�s wasteful, 

Nonno. You should save those insults for when we spray-paint gang 
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symbols all over the office. This is more your general-chitchat-among-
students-while-teacher�s-hand-gets-tired-holding-out-a-hat situation.�

�Just put on an ironic voice,� Madeleine suggested. �And say: 
Fascinating, people, but let�s move on.� 

Federico�s muttering rose and accelerated until he sounded like fac-
tory machinery with a wrench loose in its workings. 

�All right, all right,� Belle said. �Keep your hat on.� 
Then she laughed so hard at her own joke that she almost knocked 

the hat out of Federico�s hand. The others laughed too. 
Belle breathed in the last of her laughter, tears in her eyes, and 

finally reached into the hat. She rustled papers for a while, still smil-
ing to herself, and withdrew a folded slip. She opened it. 

�Leonardo da Vinci.� 
Federico beamed. �Leonardo da Vinci,� he repeated with relish.
�He was the blue ninja turtle,� Jack said. 
�That�s all right, then,� Belle said. �I look good in blue.� She spoke 

to Elliot again. �We have to become the people we do the projects on. 
One time, Jack got the poet Byron and Madeleine got Isaac Newton, 
and they both became obsessed. Are you still obsessed?�

Jack began to recite at once:

�Did ye not hear it? � ​No; �twas but the wind,
Or the car rattling o�er the stony street;
On with the dance! let joy be unconfined.� 

He paused. �That�s just a few lines. I can do the whole thing if 
you like.�

�I read about Isaac Newton every day,� Madeleine put in. �Did you 
know he was an alchemist? They say maybe the mercury sent him mad.� 
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“So, yep, they are still obsessed. I don’t get like that because I have 
a more reasonable turn of mind.” Belle looked back at Federico. “So 
you want me to become Leonardo da Vinci?” 

“to become him? this is impossible!”
Belle raised a shrewd eyebrow. “Now you’re being inconsistent, 

cause it was impossible for Madeleine to become Isaac Newton, and 
yet she did. Or anyway she didn’t. She’s still Madeleine.”

Federico nodded slowly.
“Ha,” Belle said. “I get you. touché, and that. Or maybe that slow 

nod is more confusion than you being wise. Either way, I could become 
Leonardo if it’s helpful to you, Federico. Everyone knows that if you 
believe something strongly enough, it comes true. Like, I once knew 
a guy who saw a billboard with a picture of peanuts on it and he went 
into anaphylactic shock.”

“Who was this?” Jack asked. 
“Because he was allergic to peanuts.” 
“Who?”
“It was an ad for a financial institution or something. You can buy a 

house with peanuts, it said. Or you can’t. Either way, that’s why the 
picture.”

“You don’t know anyone that happened to at all,” Jack decided. 
“Nah,” Belle agreed. “I don’t. But imagine.”
“You can’t believe a word she says,” Jack told Elliot. “although 

she’s actually completely honest.”
“It is the time for me to sleep,” Federico announced. “as you are 

speaking more nonsense than the people I meet in my dreams. So! I 
will visit my dream friends instead.”

He folded his arms, closed his eyes, and bowed his head. 
there was a thoughtful pause. 
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“that’s quite good, Nonno,” Jack said eventually. “You’ve got our 
attention. But open your eyes soon or we’ll lose interest and entertain 
ourselves again.”

Federico grimaced, eyes still closed. He pressed his chin into his 
chest. 

they waited. the fireplace hissed. Federico’s breathing slowed.
“He really is asleep,” Belle whispered. 
Federico’s shoulders rose and fell comfortably, in time with his 

breathing. 
“So this is home schooling,” Elliot said. 
the others laughed.
“You can’t believe a word he says,” Belle said abruptly, pointing at 

Elliot. “talking about believing.” 
the others looked from Belle to Elliot, who seemed surprised but 

not offended. 
“It’s not so much you can’t believe him,” Belle clarified. “It’s more 

he doesn’t believe what he’s saying. You don’t even have to look at his 
aura, you can hear it in his voice. He’s play-acting. He doesn’t believe 
that the Kingdom of Cello exists, let alone that that’s where he’s from.” 

Elliot smiled in a pleasant, neutral way. 
Jack raised an eyebrow. “You’re right.”

Sixth, that very night, at their regular nighttime meeting, abel 
announced that he had news.

His voice made Holly pause in her sewing. Madeleine bit her fin-
ger instead of the muffin she was eating. 

“I was at the parking meter today,” abel continued. there was a 
faint wheeze behind his words, which seemed like an effect, designed 
to heighten tension. “and a note was there from Cello.”

“Oh, nice!” Holly resumed sewing.
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Madeleine looked across at Elliot, but he was leaning over, scratch-
ing Sulky-anne’s head. 

“Here’s what the note says.” abel’s hands trembled. He read. 

This is a message for Madeleine Tully. Are Abel and Elliot 
Baranski there with you? If so, we want to bring them back 
to Cello. Meet us here Monday, midnight, to discuss. Keira

“Who’s Keira?” Holly said. “New character?”
Madeleine reached for a paper and pen. She angled the paper 

towards her mother and drew three circles. 
“Okay,” she said, writing in each circle. “Here are the three most 

powerful organisations in Cello. the royal family. the Hostiles. and 
the WSU.”

“Oh, I see,” said Holly.
“No, you don’t. You don’t even know what I’m talking about.” She 

pointed to the circles in turn. “the royal family are in charge. the 
Hostiles want to take them down. the WSU is the World Severance 
Unit, and its job is to stop any contact between Cello and our world.” 
She looked over at abel and Elliot. “Is this right so far?” 

Elliot walked into the kitchen and opened a can of dog food for 
Sulky-anne.

abel nodded. “Perfect. Carry on.”
“abel was on the royal side. the Hostiles chased him over a ravine 

and he fell through a crack into our world.”
“Lucky,” Holly said.
“So that’s how abel ended up here. He lost his memory and 

thought his name was Denny. Meanwhile, back in Cello, the Hostiles 
kidnapped the royal family and sent them through to our world, where 
they also forgot who they were.”
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“Huh.”
“But one princess was left behind. Princess Ko. She ran the 

Kingdom secretly, without telling anybody her family was gone, and 
she formed a royal Youth alliance to help her bring them back. Elliot 
was part of the alliance. He worked with me, talking through the 
parking meter, to try to find the royals and solve the cracks and send 
the royals home.”

“So you had a big responsibility, Madeleine,” Holly said. “I’m 
proud.”

“thank you. But talking to me was risky for Elliot because it’s 
illegal. the WSU found out, chased him over the same ravine, and he 
also fell through a crack into our world.”

“Symmetrical!” Holly said. “Or too much of a coincidence?”
“anyhow, there were three other teenagers also on the royal Youth 

alliance with Elliot. their names were Sergio, Samuel, and Keira.”
there was a pause. Holly was threading a needle. Madeleine 

waited. 
Holly looked up. “Keira! the one who wrote the note we just heard! 

the new character! Great. I’d forgotten we were trying to place her. 
thank you, Madeleine.”

“You’re welcome,” Madeleine said. She looked at abel. “I don’t 
know much about Keira, except what Elliot told me.” 

Elliot was now at the sink, refilling Sulky-anne’s water bowl, his 
back to them. 

“I think she was from Jagged Edge,” Madeleine continued slowly. 
“that’s a sort of high-tech province in Cello,” she explained to her 
mother. “and I think she had some connection to the Hostiles. 
Her mother was a Hostile? So. Do we trust her?”

abel studied Keira’s note again, then looked at Madeleine’s 
diagram.
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“You’ve got the three most powerful organisations in Cello,” he 
said. “But you’re missing a fourth. Each province has its own council. 
Mostly, they’re just for show, but in Jagged Edge, the provincial coun-
cil is controlled by a group called the Elite. and a lot of people think 
they actually run everything —  the whole Kingdom, I mean. they’ve 
got links to the criminal underworld, which helps.” 

“Oh, then, for sure they’re the most powerful,” Holly put in. “Crime 
lords always control everything, because they’ve got lawlessness and 
tattooed thugs and sinister men in hats and shadows with scars —  
they’ve got all that on their side. So if you’re saying that this Keira girl 
is from the Jagged Edge place, and has Hostile connections, well, I 
wouldn’t trust her to pick up the milk, let alone to bring you home to 
Cello.”

“She’s also beautiful,” Madeleine reflected. “I remember Elliot 
telling me that.”

“that settles it, then. Never trust the pretty ones. Well, I’m tired. 
Shall we go up to bed, Mads?” 

“Uh,” said Madeleine. “I have to go with abel to the parking 
meter? It’s Monday today. We should go hear what this Keira has 
to say.”

“Wow.” Holly stood. “You’re really invested in this thing, aren’t 
you? I guess, as long as you stay warm and don’t get chased over any 
ravines.” She took an extra muffin, “for the road,” and she headed 
upstairs. 

Seventh, Madeleine and abel put on their coats, ready to go talk to 
Keira at the parking meter.

Elliot said he was “beat” and he’d turn in.
“Let me know what goes down,” he said, grinning, and Madeleine 

smiled back, and stepped through the door after abel. 
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She remembered her umbrella. She swung back around. Elliot 
startled, seeing her, and he grabbed at his grin again. But it was too 
late. She’d caught the expression on his face. It reminded her of 
those selfies older women post of themselves sometimes without 
makeup: You’d get accustomed to seeing them all shiny and glossy, 
and then wham! Here was the truth. a ravaged, exhausted, colour-
less old face. Elliot’s expression was that, but also more: It was utter 
despair. 

“You coming, Mads?” abel called to her from the staircase. 
Elliot held her gaze and his careful smile. 
Madeleine closed the door and followed abel. 

and finally, eighth, she and abel arrived at the parking meter. 
the mist hunched along the road as if the air itself was hud-

dling, cold. 
abel was wheezing. He shouldn’t be out on a winter night with 

that chest of his. She could see he was forcing himself to slow his 
breathing. 

She was holding a notepad and pen. Staring at a parking meter. In 
an empty laneway. 

It was exactly like the nights she used to come here to talk to Elliot, 
except that Elliot was now in a f lat ten minutes from here and Elliot’s 
father was beside her. 

also, she was going to speak to a beautiful stranger named Keira. 
“It’s exactly midnight,” abel said, shining the torch onto his watch 

and then onto the parking meter. 
a slip of white appeared along the crack. 
“Punctual,” he said. 
Madeleine pulled out the paper, and abel leaned close and read 

with her. 
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This is Keira. Are you there, Madeleine? 

abel breathed in with a sharp rasp. Madeleine wrote a single word. 

Yep. 

Are you in contact with Abel and Elliot Baranski? 

Yes. Abel’s right beside me. Elliot’s home in bed. 

there was a long pause, then another note appeared. 

So Abel and Elliot are alive? 

Well, Abel’s right beside me like I said. I’d have mentioned if 
he was a corpse. I can’t swear that Elliot’s still alive cause I 
guess a pirate could’ve broken in and cut his throat in the last 
ten minutes. Still. That seems doubtful. 

there was another break, then another note from Keira:

Okay, here’s the deal. The nearest people-moving crack to you is in 
a city called Berlin, Germany. Based on the maps I have, it looks a 
reasonable journey for Abel and Elliot to take. Do you know it? If 
not, I can give you the coordinates. If I give you the precise location 
of the crack in Berlin, can you direct Abel and Elliot Baranski to be 
there on Wednesday night? And we’ll bring them across. 

the torchlight wavered. Madeleine looked up, but abel’s face was 
in shadow. She wrote a reply.
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Who is “we”? Are Princess Ko and the Royal Youth Alliance 
organising this?

No. It’s me, Keira, and also Elliot’s mother, and a bunch of 
Elliot’s friends, plus the local Sheriff and Deputy, plus two 
secret agent guys. Can you get the Baranskis to Berlin?

Yeah, it’s not too far. And I already know exactly where that 
people-moving crack is —  I’m the one who worked with Elliot 
trying to get the royals back to Cello, remember? But I didn’t 
know if it was sealed now or not. And I never knew if the 
mirror-light thing worked. So did it? And is it safe? Are the royals 
safe home? 

as she sent this reply, she brushed her hand against the parking 
meter. It was cold like a shot of f lame.

Keira’s note was brief. 

I can unseal the crack. Light-mirror trick does work. We got 
the King and younger prince home to Cello using it. 

Madeleine frowned. Beside her, abel was trying to hold the torch-
light under his chin while he reached into his pocket for his inhaler. 
She wrote:

Only the King and the little prince? What about the rest of 
the royal family?

The WSU found out what was happening. They put guards 
on the other cracks and sealed them, so we had to quit. 
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“ask her what time we need to be in Berlin,” abel said, but 
Madeleine was already writing. 

Are you saying that if the other royals went to the places I 
told them to go, at the times I told them to, they’d still be 
waiting now???

Sure. If they’re morons. That was weeks ago. Can you confirm 
you can get Abel and Elliot Baranski to Berlin by Wednesday night? 

“tell her you can,” abel said. “But ask what time. and ask if the 
crack’s being guarded on their side.”

Madeleine was writing fast, but another note from Keira was 
emerging. abel grabbed it and read it to himself.

“She’s already answered my questions. She says the guards are still 
there, but they’re arranging a diversion for midnight while we come 
through. She says timing is vital.”

“Does she?” Madeleine said. “and does she even know there’s a 
time difference between here and Germany?” 

She folded her own reply while abel was still trying to read her 
handwriting over her shoulder: 

This is too dangerous. The last time Elliot was in Cello, the 
WSU chased him over a cliff —  if there hadn’t been a crack thru 
to the World he’d be dead. You’re going to “divert” the guards? 
You screw up the timing and Elliot’s dead. And even if you get 
him thru safe, how’s he going to STAY safe? They’ll hunt him 
down and kill him all over again. 

Keira’s reply was scribbled. 
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Can’t talk much longer. Agree that Elliot’s in danger here. We 
have that sorted —  he’ll go straight into hiding with a Hostile 
branch. Friends of mine arranging that. He can stay w/them till 
we get his name cleared. 

Madeleine’s eyes widened. She wrote again:

Wait, are you saying there’ll be Hostiles there too????? It was 
Hostiles who nearly killed ABEL, and they DID kill his brother. 
Basically you have executioners lined up waiting to take both 
Elliot and Abel down the moment they arrive!! 

“Madeleine.” abel spoke her name in a space between wheezes. 
She ignored him and sent the message. Keira’s reply came quickly. 

You need to stop worrying about this end of things. We’ve got 
that. You just need to get them to Berlin. 

abel was holding the torch high. “Madeleine,” he said again. She 
was vaguely aware that his shoulders were rising and falling. 

She wrote in giant scribbles. 

Keira, listen to me, Abel and Elliot are alive 
and well in my world and nobody’s hunting 
them down with guns and dogs and choppers. 
Whereas, last time they were in YOUR world 
they were basically dead. With respect, you 
haven’t “got” that end at all. You couldn’t 
even transfer the whole royal family w/o 
everything going to hell??? So half the royals 
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are still trapped, alone in the World?? Princess 
Jupiter is right there in Berlin —  why don’t 
you get her thru first? And set up transfers 
for the Queen and the other prince at the 
same time?

Keira’s reply arrived a few moments later. 

Are you serious? Now you want to throw in a royal or two? 
You have no clue what has been happening here. It’s total chaos. 
Princess Ko has been arrested. Hostiles on the rise. Elite taking 
power. Anyway, I can’t have this conversation. Great that Abel 
and Elliot are alive and well but I don’t think you or “your 
World” can take the credit for that. Cut out the commentary 
and let me know that this is going to happen. Once they’re 
thru, I’ll seal this crack and cut off all communications with u 
and the World —  it’s way too dangerous. 

Madeleine clenched her fists so her nails cut into her palms. She 
turned the page in her notebook so fast it tore in half. She raised her 
pen to think —  and felt a hand wrap around her own hand. 

It was abel. 
She looked up at him and thought about how noisy asthma made 

the world. It was not just a regular wheeze, it was a cacophony of 
rattles and odd, tiny squeals. 

“Madeleine,” he said for the third time, and she realised that his 
tone had been the same for each. Loaded with certainty. “I haven’t 
seen my wife or my home for over a year.”

He paused, looking at her in the darkness.
“For most of that time,” he continued, “I have not been myself. I’ve 
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believed I was somebody else. You remember we once talked about the 
concept of displacement?”

Madeleine nodded. 
“to not remember your own self,” abel said, “is the greatest dis-

placement that there is.”
Madeleine stopped halfway to another nod.
“to be dead,” she argued, “is greater. I don’t trust this Keira. Who 

knows what she’s up to? and there’s no way she can guarantee that 
you’ll be safe. We need to think about this.”

abel shook his inhaler again and took a deep drag. 
“Cello is already starting to seem more theoretical than real. I 

could lose myself again, any time. as for Elliot, he says he knows who 
he is, but I suspect he just thinks we’re all insane. He’s playing along 
until he figures what to do.”

“No.” Madeleine shook her head and right away remembered Belle 
that morning: He doesn’t believe that the Kingdom of Cello exists, let alone 
that that’s where he’s from. 

She bit her lip. 
“It’s still better that he’s here,” she said, “and safe,” but she was 

thinking of that pleasant, neutral smile on Elliot’s face, and the despair 
that she’d glimpsed behind that smile. 

abel watched her, waiting, then he spoke her name one more time: 
“Madeleine,” he said, “we’re going home.”

She wrote.

Abel and Elliot will be in Berlin at midnight on Wednesday. 
What else do we need to know? 

So that was it. 
Eight events and here they were at the station, saying goodbye.
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She pulled the tissues away from her face so she could hold up her 
fingers and see exactly what the number eight looked like, in terms 
of fingers. 

there was a rush of blood from her nose. She replaced the tissues. 
ah, she knew what eight looked like anyway.
Sure, maybe you could split some of those events into pieces and 

thereby increase the number, and there were probably a few minor inci-
dents in between that she’d forgotten, plus there’d been the frenzied 
packing up of a flat and a business in the last two days —  but still. Still. 

She’d had Elliot for a total of eight events, and now he was leaving. 
Since the day he arrived, they had not had a single conversation on 

their own. 
the train approached. abel touched her shoulder. 
“thank you,” he said, “for everything.”
“a pleasure.” Her voice was muffled by the tissues. 
Other passengers were stepping around their group, pressing closer 

to the edge of the platform. 
Elliot looked at her uncertainly. 
“are you okay?” he said. He had picked up a suitcase. the train 

doors were opening, passengers pouring out.
Madeleine nodded. “Yeah, this happens a lot. It’ll stop. It’s proba-

bly stopped now.” 
She pulled the tissues away. Elliot frowned. 
“It’s still bleeding,” he said. “I think something serious is going on 

there.”
He looked sideways along the platform, thinking, but abel had 

stepped onto the train. 
“Let’s go,” he called. 
the automatic doors began to close. 
Elliot swivelled, grabbed the door, and wrenched it open again. He 
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glanced back at Madeleine, raised a hand at the others, and jumped 
aboard. the doors slammed. She could see him through the glass, 
still with that vague frown. 

a whistle blew, then another. 
the shapes of them, abel and Elliot, made their way down the 

aisle, looking at seats, not windows. 
the train was moving. 
“there go ICt and Geography!” sang Darshana. 
“that is not their names!” shouted her daughters. 
Maybe that was Elliot’s hand now, pressed to the window waving, 

or maybe not. 
the train picked up speed, and fled, thrusting a storm of empty air 

behind it.
the blood rained down her mouth and chin, the empty air stormed, 

and the tracks, the platform, the station —  everything —  disappeared.

2. 

Instead, there was a marketplace. 
a boy, about twelve years old, was running. He slipped and slid on 

cobblestones. His eyes and nose were creased by an angry scowl, but 
his mouth was loose and childish with fear. Bigger boys were chasing 
him. they ran through the crowded marketplace: sudden sideways 
darts and awkward elbowing. People stood about watching the chase, 
or not watching it, their backs turned to reach for apples or figs. 


