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A Hidden Message

N� �� stared up at the lion, whose large head looked down on her 
with cold, hard eyes. Enormous paws curled over the edge of  the 

wall, each one easily heavy enough to crush her. And if  that wasn’t 
worrying enough, this creature had a twin, whose massive bulk sat 
hunched on another outcrop, staring past her as if  the presence of   
a small girl before them was of  no consequence.

‘Hey, Nina!’
Turning, she saw her brother, Leo, standing some distance away  

by the bike racks.
‘Come on! The entrance is this way!’
‘OK!’ she replied. ‘Just coming!’
The stone lions continued to ignore her. Probably a good thing, she 

thought to herself, since those jaws could swallow her in one mouthful.
Nina ran over to join her brother, who was waiting with their 

parents. Leo already looked grumpy. They hadn’t really felt like going 
to a museum on the first day of  the holidays. But the alternative was a 
punting trip on the Cam, and with rain forecast later, the museum 
seemed the better option. So, with some reluctance, she and her 
brother had agreed to go along.  

‘Impressive, aren’t they?’ said her father, nodding in the direction 
of  the lions.

A Warning!
Stop now, dear reader, this world is not your own
Its ways lie in shadow under darkened skies,
Forgotten the souls who remain here still
Shielded and safe from meddlesome eyes.

We seek not a light to guide our way home
Nor do our words reveal our sad tale,
Our lives are long gone, our fate ever sealed
Do not be tempted to lift the black veil.

Tarry not, walk on and sleep no false dream
Of  things that are lost to be sought and claimed,
The safe path is found in ignorance of  truth
While fear is the prize for knowledge gained.

I give you fair warning, this is not a threat
It is but a statement of  what is and must be,
For we are the Hidden and this is our world
And I am its Keeper, its lock and its key.
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she didn’t respond. Leo scanned the channels to see if  he could find 
the appropriate one for this exhibit, and as he did so, he heard a girl’s 
voice whisper in his ear.

‘The horse tells me the armour is rather heavy.’
Leo turned to see who the girl was, but there was no one there.  

He looked at his sister. Nina was standing absolutely still, staring back 
at him, her eyes wide. ‘Did you hear that too?’ he asked.

She nodded. Leo looked around again, but there was no one near 
them. 

‘What channel are you on?’ he asked.
‘Sixteen. You?’
‘Nine.’ He began scrolling to sixteen.
‘I’m not in there,’ came the voice again. ‘I’m somewhere else.’
‘Whoa!’ said Leo, looking at his sister. If  it were possible, her eyes 

were even wider now.
‘There must be something wrong with the headsets,’ Nina said. 
‘Don’t you believe me, Nina?’ said the voice.
 ‘How do you know her name?’ Leo asked.
‘The same way that I know yours, Leo,’ said the voice, sounding 

amused. ‘I heard you talking together just now.’
Around them, the other museum visitors moved from display to 

display, absorbed in the exhibits. Other than Nina, there were no girls 
among them.

‘Why can’t we see you?’ said Nina.
‘I’m a Hidden.’
‘A what?’ said Leo.
‘I am hiding,’ the voice replied.
‘Who from?’ said Nina.
‘Someone I’m afraid of.’
‘Who?’ said Leo, feeling his pulse quicken.
There was a pause before the girl replied, and when she did, her 

voice was almost a whisper.
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‘I suppose,’ she said.
While her Dad headed off to get some museum guides, her mother 

turned and spoke to Nina using her no-nonsense voice. 
‘Your father enjoys this sort of  thing, so please show some interest. 

You never know what you might find.’ 
Nina expected to find the whole thing totally boring, but decided 

not to share that thought with her mother. 
‘Can we have an ice cream at the end of  the tour?’ asked Leo, who 

had noticed a sign for the museum cafe.
‘We’ll see,’ said their mother, which meant, if  you behave.
Their father returned clutching four hand-held devices with 

headphones attached.
‘Here, I got us these,’ he said. ‘Audible tour guides, so you can go 

around at your own pace.’
Nina had to admit this was a smart move on her dad’s part. At least 

now she could look at the things she was interested in rather than the 
stuff that her parents liked. Leo, who had been scowling since the 
museum trip was first mentioned at breakfast, already had his 
headphones on and was examining the controls with an expert eye. 

Nina put on hers and looked at her brother. He pointed to a button 
on the device and gave her a thumbs-up. She pressed it, and after a 
moment’s static, a clear voice said, ‘Welcome.’

Q

Leo walked through an archway into the armoury. Every cabinet  
was packed with an assortment of  swords, pikes, spears, and crossbows. 
There were helmets and shields, flintlock pistols and muskets. Dotted 
around the floor were full-size suits of  armour, including one sitting 
astride a massive model horse. 

‘Can you imagine how much that armour must weigh?’ he said to 
Nina, but his sister must have been listening to the audio guide because 
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‘By this Keeper person?’ asked Leo.
‘Yes, the Keeper of  Secrets.’
Without warning, a high-pitched wailing noise split the air, 

bouncing off the suits of  armour around them. Nina grabbed Leo’s 
arm. 

‘What’s that?’ she yelled.
‘An alarm!’ he said, pointing to the flashing red light on the ceiling.
‘It is the Keeper!’ cried the girl. ‘I’ve said too much.’
There was a flurry of  movement as people started streaming for  

the exits. Leo looked around for his parents.
‘I must go!’ said the girl.
‘Where?’ Nina asked.
‘Back to my world. The Keeper mustn’t find me here!’
Leo could hear the fear in her voice. ‘But how do we find you again?’ 

he asked.
‘Seek the seven portals. Find those, and you will find us, and our 

secrets!’
Leo spotted his parents hurrying towards them. They were out of  

time.
‘Can’t you just tell us yours?’ he said.
‘No, then the Keeper will know me, and my secret, and I will be 

trapped for eternity. All I can do is leave you clues.’
‘Clues? Where?’
‘In your dreams.’
‘What?’ said Nina. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘It’s a fire alarm, children,’ said their father, reaching them. ‘We have 

to go to the assembly area outside.’
‘But Dad…?’ began Leo.
‘No buts, we have to go,’ said their father.
‘Your father’s right,’ said their mother, ‘we can come back another 

time. Come along children!’

‘The Keeper.’
There was something about the way she spoke those words that 

sent a chill through him.
‘Who is the Keeper?’ he said.
‘The one who seeks me here.’
Leo glanced around at the sightless helmets staring back at him.
‘Where exactly are you?’ he said.
‘I can’t tell you. If  I do, the Keeper will find me. And the others.’
‘Others?’ asked Nina.
‘I am not alone. There are seven of  us.’
‘There are seven of  you here?’ said Leo.
‘Not here. In the other portals to our world. Places like this that 

hold secrets from the past.’
‘What sort of  secrets?’ asked Nina. ‘They are not something bad, 

are they?’
‘No, nothing like that. A secret possession. Something that meant 

so much to us when we lived that we could not bear to leave it behind. 
So, when our time came to move on from your world, we lingered too 
long and were trapped in this other place.’

‘What place?’ Leo asked.
‘The World of  Secrets.’
A door banged open somewhere, making him jump, and he felt a 

whisper of  cold air brush his cheek.
‘Why can’t you just leave?’ asked Nina.
‘Some of  us want to. To reveal our secret and move on. But the 

portals are watched by the Keeper’s spies. Any who are caught trying 
to escape are handed over to the Keeper.’

‘What happens then?’ he asked. 
‘They are never seen again, their secrets buried with them forever.’
Nina gave Leo a horrified look. ‘Why would anyone want to do that?’
‘In our world, secrets are power. If  we attempt to share them, they 

will be taken from us.’
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Gradually, her descent slowed, and the whistling of  the wind was 
replaced by the caress of  cold, damp air that clung to her skin and hair.

Still, it was a shock when she landed, the Girl’s feet hitting the 
cobbled street and pitching her forwards to fall in a heap on the floor. 
Fresh pain erupted from the wounds in her back where the claws had 
raked her. A reminder, if  she needed one, that she was being hunted. 
Grimacing, she scrambled to her feet and lurched into a run. 

The alleyway was dark, and a dense mist hung in the still air. A faint 
glow emanated from the portal behind her, but this faded with each 
step as the shadows closed in. The Girl felt her way along the wall, 
fingers scraping over the rough brickwork for the gap she knew must 
be there.

Behind her, something large and heavy landed in the alleyway, 
blotting out whatever light was coming from the portal. The Girl came 
to a halt and stood motionless, clinging to the wall, not daring to breathe.

Utter silence.
Then came the unmistakable sound of  heavy footsteps moving with 

slow deliberation in her direction. Stifling a cry, the Girl stumbled on, 
not daring to look over her shoulder as she groped along the wall, her 
torn fingers frantically feeling for the opening. Up ahead came the 
sound of  voices, muffled in the mist.

‘Come on you lot, this way! The Keeper’s after one!’
The Girl froze. That could only mean one thing. Watchers!  

The Keeper’s spies must have been warned she was coming. Now they 
were bearing down on her, eager to block off her escape.

‘Hurry up. We don’t want to miss all the fun!’ 
‘I wouldn’t want to be in that one’s shoes!’ 
Above the din of  the mob, the Girl could still hear the steady tread 

of  footsteps approaching from behind. She was trapped! 
In a final desperate effort, she reached along the wall and almost fell 

as her hands grasped empty air. Stifling a prayer of  thanks, she slipped 

Reluctantly, Leo and Nina hurried towards the entrance lobby, 
accompanied by their parents and the other fleeing guests. 

‘Look for me in your dreams…’ the girl’s voice called out. ‘Follow 
the clues…’ 

And then she was gone, drowned out by the shrill wail of  the siren.

Q

The mouse darted behind the suit of  armour and scurried across the 
floor. Her black button eyes spotted a gap in the forest of  moving legs, 
and she dodged between the stampede of  humans. Reaching  
the edge of  the room, she raced along the skirting board, her nose 
sniffing the air for the scent of  her point of  entry. Up ahead, she caught 
the tell-tale smell of  the other world seeping through the hole behind 
a display cabinet, and she sped towards it, aware that another presence 
would be able to sense it too.

In her peripheral vision, the mouse saw a feline shape bounding 
towards her. With an involuntary squeak of  alarm and her paws 
scrabbling on the polished floor, she covered the last few inches in a 
blur. Darting through the gap, she felt her whiskers brush against the 
hole’s rough edges and then there was an explosion of  pain as claws 
raked her hindquarters. Squealing in agony, the mouse pushed herself  
through the hole and dived into nothingness. 

Down she fell, the wind rushing past her tiny body as she twisted 
and turned in the darkness. Above her, the light of  the museum faded 
into the distance, and as it did so, the mouse started to change. The 
grey fur covering her skin began to thin, her legs stretched and her 
back straightened. Her long nose shortened, as did the prominent 
front teeth, retracting into gums now wrapped in full-bodied lips.  
Pale arms reached upwards, and a long cotton dress slipped over her 
head and shoulders. A heavy cloak wrapped itself  around her thin 
frame, its material flapping behind her like bat wings in the night. 
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‘I don’t suppose you…’ He paused.
‘Had a weird dream?’ Nina suggested. 
 His head jerked up. ‘Yes!’
‘With a sphinx chasing a mouse?’ 
‘You saw them too!’ he said, eyes bright.
Nina nodded, remembering the sight of  that claw reaching out  

for her. She shuddered. 
‘It was the Girl, Nina, I’m sure of  it!’
‘She did say she would visit us in our sleep, I suppose.’ 
‘Exactly! And that she’d leave us clues!’
Nina reached for a pen and her diary next to the bed. ‘Come on 

then, let’s write it all down before we forget.’ 
For the next half  hour, they sat together on her bed sharing their 

visions of  the dream. It was like trying to remember the details of   
a painting, the setting, colours, characters, and objects before they 
faded away. Nina was glad Leo had come straight away because he 
mentioned things, like the owl, which she was beginning to forget, 
and she reminded him about the little Egyptian people. 

Nina was sure that if  they went back to the museum, they could 
follow the trail of  objects from the armoury through the various halls 
to where the Girl was hiding. Once there, they just had to find an 
object that could tell them who she was.

‘But what about the piece of  paper?’ Leo asked.
‘It’s some sort of  message,’ said Nina. 
‘I don’t recognise the letters.’
‘Maybe it’s in the Hidden’s language.’
‘Or a code perhaps?’ asked Leo, sounding excited. ‘Remember 

when Dad took us to Bletchley Park. You know, where the 
codebreakers cracked ENIGMA in the war!’

‘Yes, but they had hundreds of  people working on that. How are 
we supposed to solve this one?’

into the opening and crouched down as a press of  bodies rushed out 
of  the mist and past the place where she had been standing only 
seconds before.

The shouts of  the Watchers rose to a crescendo before their cries 
were cut short. In that eerie silence, all the Girl could hear was her 
heart thumping like a drum in her chest. She willed it to be quiet.

A screech of  anger tore through the night, so loud and piercing  
that it set her teeth on edge. The wail of  terror that followed was 
accompanied by the sound of  many footsteps fleeing back towards her.

The Girl didn’t wait to hear what happened next. Turning, she fled 
down the steps to the safety of  the catacombs buried far below the 
city’s streets, her bare feet padding over the well-worn surfaces as 
silent as a mouse.

Q

Nina was woken the next morning by a sliver of  sunlight that drew a 
line from the gap in her curtains to the duvet tucked under her cheek. 
Wrinkling her nose, she kept her eyes tight shut and lay there for some 
time, enjoying its warmth on her face. That was when the dream 
started coming back to her. As if  she’d seen the world through 
someone else’s eyes.

Her thoughts were disturbed by a quiet knock at her bedroom door. 
It creaked open a fraction to reveal Leo, still in his pyjamas, peering in 
from the landing. Raising herself  up, she waved at him to come in, and 
he slipped into her room, careful to pull the door closed behind him. 
Even in the dim light, she could see the frown on his face. 

‘Hi,’ she said, ‘what are you doing up so early?’
‘I couldn’t sleep. At least, not after I woke up.’
That wasn’t like him. Leo could sleep till lunchtime if  their parents 

let him. ‘What’s up?’ she asked.
He sat on the edge of  her bed and examined the rope of  his 

dressing gown.
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Q

In a dusty cellar, concealed deep within the catacombs under the city, 
the Girl sat on the upturned back of  an empty coffin. In the dull orange 
glow of  an oil lamp, she stared at the bandages covering her torn 
fingers. Next to her squatted a much taller figure, his broad shoulders 
hunched and his head bowed to avoid disturbing the cobwebs that 
hung from the ceiling.

‘I’m going back, Brave Bird,’ she said. 
‘Are you sure you are strong enough to travel?’ he asked.
The Girl flexed her back. The claw wounds were still painful, but 

she could move freely.
‘It is time. The children will be looking for me.’ She looked up at him. 

‘Last night I visited them in their dreams and laid out a trail of  clues.’
‘Did you give them enough?’ 
She shrugged. ‘I couldn’t show them too much or…’
‘…the Keeper would have found you.’
 She nodded. 
‘But I did leave them a message telling them what I am.’
She saw the look of  alarm on his face.
‘Don’t worry, I wrote it in the script of  the Hidden.’
‘How will they know what the symbols mean?’ he asked.
‘If  they are clever, they will work it out.’ At least, that is what she 

hoped.
‘And your secret?’
‘When they find me, they will see it,’ she said, her fingers straying 

towards her throat before she noticed what she was doing and 
returned them to her lap. 

Brave Bird didn’t say anything and instead looked down at his 
massive hands. 

‘Didn’t they start with single letter words and go from there?’  
he suggested.

‘You’re right!’ said Nina, thinking of  the strange script from the 
dream. ‘Come on, let’s give it a go.’ She began jotting down the symbols 
on a piece of  paper and trying different letters under each one, noting 
where the same one appeared twice.

 By the time the children heard their mother calling them from the 
kitchen for breakfast, they had already identified a number of  letters 
and had some theories about what the secret treasure might be.  
Now they just needed to find the Girl.

‘So, you want to go back to the museum?’ their Dad asked, looking 
up from his newspaper. 

‘If  that’s OK with you,’ said Nina, careful not to sound too excited. 
They had decided it wasn’t a good idea to tell their parents about  
the dream. ‘We’d only just got there when the alarm went off, and it 
looked really interesting. I thought I might take a look at some of   
the china.’ 

Leo nodded his agreement. ‘Yeah, and I wanted to see the stuff 
they had from Ancient Egypt.’

‘Hmm,’ said their father, looking from one to the other before 
turning to their mum. ‘What do you think? I’d be happy to take them 
if  you have things to do.’

She studied them over her cup of  coffee. ‘I don’t see why not?  
As long as you are all back in time for lunch.’

‘Oh, we will be!’ promised Nina, getting up.
Leo rose too, leaving his toast untouched. ‘Thanks, mum.’
Nina felt a buzz of  anticipation as she headed for the door, 

exchanging a look of  excitement with her brother. Neither had any 
understanding of  the dangers that lay ahead. If  they had done, they 
might not have been so eager. 

A  H i d d e n  M e s s A g e



C � � � � � �  T � � � �R � � � � �  � �  � � �  W � � � �  s � � � � �

16 17



R � � � � �  � �  � � �  W � � � �  s � � � � �

18 19

A  H i d d e n  M e s s A g e

Brave Bird stared down at her. He had probably never run from 
anything in his life. In his tribe, he had told her, you stayed to protect 
the weak and infirm. But he wasn’t with his tribe any more. He was 
here in this other world. And she needed all of  the Seven to break the 
Keeper’s hold over the souls trapped here.

‘Brave Bird?’ the Girl asked again. ‘You will come, won’t you?’
‘I will,’ he said. ‘When I’ve told the others.’
Feelings of  relief  and gratitude threatened to overwhelm her as 

she looked at his strong, proud features. He would not let her down. 
Knowing that made it easier to leave.

‘Remember,’ she said, her voice thick with emotion. ‘Seven souls 
to find a key…’ 

‘To pick the lock and set us free,’ he finished.
The Girl nodded, and before he could say anything, she turned 

and headed for the door without looking back. As she ducked under 
the archway, she used the back of  her bandaged hand to wipe her  
wet cheeks before fleeing up the stairs.

‘If  we’re going to break the Keeper’s power,’ he said, ‘the children 
will need to find all of  us, not just you.’

The Girl knew he was referring to the Cypher, the prophecy that 
was known to all the Hidden, despite the Keeper’s efforts to suppress it.

‘Seven souls to find a key,’ she began.
‘To pick the lock and set us free,’ he finished.
Though each of  the Hidden knew those words, few, if  any, dared 

utter them aloud. It was how the Girl had found the rest of  the Seven. 
They alone had mustered the courage to invoke the Cypher. Once 
spoken, there was no going back.

‘We do it one at a time,’ she said. ‘Each of  us will use a different 
portal. The Keeper can’t keep an eye on all of  them at once.’

‘What about the Watchers?’ he said. ‘After last night, they will be 
looking for us. They won’t want to let another one slip through their 
fingers.’

‘We’ll just have to be careful,’ she said. ‘Keep to the shadows. Use 
the rooftops and tunnels. Once we reach a portal, only the Keeper 
would risk following us in there.’

The big man studied her for a long time, his forehead creased in  
a frown. She held his gaze, knowing that they had no other choice.  
At last, he nodded.

‘Very well. I will tell the others.’
‘Thank you,’ she said, reaching forward and hugging him. She felt 

his hand rest on her closely cropped hair, careful to avoid the wounds 
on her back. They sat there for a while, the Girl not wanting to leave 
but knowing she had to. Finally, she released him and stood up.  
The huge man eased himself  up, careful to avoid the low ceiling. 

‘Take care Little Mouse,’ he said.
‘And you Brave Bird.’ She looked up into his hooded eyes. ‘When 

you’ve told the others, promise me you will follow.’


