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            my siblings:

             

            Penny, Sue, Jacky and Nick

             

            For being the best big sisters and brother ever and for putting up with me!

         

         Author note: Kizzy knows which mushrooms are safe because she was taught to forage by her papa and taught herbal medicine by her mama. Do not eat or drink wild mushrooms or any wild or garden plants unless an adult has told you they are safe. There are many poisonous mushrooms and plants. Please be safe.
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            Chapter 1

         

         ‘Ouch!’ Kizzy looked at the bubble of red blood oozing from the tip of her thumb.

         ‘Don’t get any blood on the white material!’ The countess’s hawk eyes spotted her mistake. ‘It’ll be a devil to get out. Stop looking out of the window, Kizzy. Focus. Make the stitches neat and the smaller the better.’

         Kizzy sighed but couldn’t help glancing outside again. In the distance, she could see Jakob having a riding lesson on Raluca with the director of the riding school and Heinz, their guardian. Jakob was working hard towards his dream of being a professional rider. All she wanted was to be out there too, but the countess had her trapped inside, in a room full of delicate, breakable things, making her sit still, with her back straight and her legs just so. Everything Kizzy, who’d spent most of her thirteen years living outside, detested.

         Looking back down at her embroidery, she focused on not stabbing herself again with the needle. She twisted the hoop, stretching the material taut. It was no good. Even squinting, her mess of lumpy stitches just did not look like the robin in the book. Not even vaguely. Kizzy let out yet another deep sigh.

         ‘What music is playing, Kizzy?’ the countess asked.

         Kizzy jumped. Sweat trickled down her back. She hated these spot tests. It was all part of giving her the skills any other ‘suitable young lady’ would take for granted.

         She strained to listen to the notes bouncing around the room. She’d never come across a gramophone until she’d come here. Her Roma parents didn’t have one in their horse-drawn caravan. She stared at the spinning disc for inspiration.

         ‘Well?’

         Her pulse thumped in her neck.

         ‘Um … is it Chikofsky? The ballet that you told me about: Sleeping Beauty?’

         The countess sighed. ‘It is Sleeping Beauty, yes. But it is Tchaikovsky. Do try to pronounce these things properly, my dear.’ Her mouth formed the cat’s bum shape of disapproval she always did when Kizzy got things wrong. ‘You need to concentrate harder if you’re going to find a man to marry you. No girl survives on her own, you know.’ The countess tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. Everything about her was just so, from her feet to her hair.

         Kizzy’s insides bubbled with frustration. She’d survived on her own for over a year, living on the food she’d caught and foraged, hiding, until she’d met Jakob and Heinz. She knew the countess was very generous taking the three of them in when she’d already welcomed the Spanish Riding School and its director to her Schloss in Sankt Martin. They were free to be themselves here, to ride, except… She pulled at her stiff, starched white collar.

         ‘Don’t get blood on your shirt!’

         Kizzy closed her eyes, trying to slow her breathing. Her leg shook up and down.

         Unfortunately, the countess moved on to her favourite subject.

         ‘You need to forget about this ridiculous horse-riding nonsense. You can ride occasionally. As long as it’s sidesaddle, of course. A lady must know how to ride. But you can’t help in the stables. That’s most unladylike.’

         Words started to explode in her head.

         No!

         No!

         No!

         No!

         No!

         No!

         No more!

         Chucking her embroidery on the floor, she ran out of the room, banging into the door as she left.

         The countess shouting, ‘Kizzy, come back now!’

         No. The room was suffocating her. She had to get out.

         She ran and ran − past some of the American soldiers, who looked at her aghast. ‘Kizzy, what’s the matter?’ they shouted after her.

         She didn’t answer. There was only one place she wanted to be.

         Racing past the Spanish School Riders, she ran through the stables until she found her safe place.

         With the Lipizzaner stallion, Pluto.

         She threw her arms around his neck, sobbing and shaking with anger. Taking a deep breath, she smelt her favourite smell. Sweet hay and horse dung.

         ‘Oh Pluto, what am I going to do?’

         The horse leaned into her, nickering quietly. He dropped his head down. It felt like the hug she so badly needed. They stood together, not moving, as he let her cry it out.

         ‘Kizzy?’ a voice whispered.

         She couldn’t turn around.

         A hand touched her shoulder and gently pulled her back.

         ‘What’s happened?’ It was her best friend, Jakob. His mop of hair flopped so far over his eyes, she knew Heinz would be telling him to get it cut soon.

         She took a gulping breath. ‘I don’t want to be a lady!’

         Jakob roared with laughter.

         She lightly punched his shoulder. ‘Don’t laugh at me.’

         ‘Well, you should see your face!’ He handed her a hankie. ‘You’re covered in snot and have a dirty mark just here.’ Jakob wiped her cheek gently with his thumb. ‘We both know you’ll never be a lady. Don’t worry about it.’

         After giving her nose a good blow, she turned back to Pluto, reaching up and stroking the soft, warm fur just under his mane. This was her favourite thing to do – so comforting. His rose-grey coat was getting paler every day and it wouldn’t be long until he was pure white like the other stallions.

         ‘Would you tell that to the countess, please?’ Kizzy looked back at her friend. ‘Seriously, Jakob, I know she means well, but all the music, the walking up and down with a book on my head, the embroidering…’ She showed him her bruised and scabbed thumb. ‘And the clothes … oh, the clothes!’

         She stepped back so Jakob could have a good look at her. ‘Who wears these things?’ She pointed to the starched white shirt, neat cardigan and skirt, her long white socks. ‘Who?’

         Pluto snuffled at her side, pushing her slightly with his muzzle.

         Jakob hesitated, shrugging slightly. ‘Young ladies?’

         Kizzy stared at him, every part of her body fuming.

         Their guardian, Heinz, came in and interrupted them. ‘What’s going on here?’ He looked at Kizzy and raised his eyebrows. ‘What happened? I thought you were with the countess?’

         Kizzy looked at them both: Heinz and Jakob, who had found her in the forest when they’d been coming here to the Schloss with their horses. She’d been alone and they had accepted her, shared everything with her, brought her here with them and helped her find a home.

         They were her family. If she ran away from the countess, she’d have to leave them both.

         But if she didn’t, if she stayed, could she bear it?
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        Chapter 2
      

         

         Kizzy let her head droop; she knew she’d been ungrateful and let Heinz down by running off.

         Jakob stepped in, trying to protect his friend as always. ‘She needed a bit of a break…’

         Heinz sighed. ‘Hmm, I never can get used to you in that skirt thing. That’s not my Kizzy.’

         Kizzy looked up and smiled, her eyes wet. He pulled her into a hug.

         ‘Yes, but it’s what the countess wants,’ she mumbled into his chest.

         His grey beard prickled her forehead, but she didn’t care. She felt safe here in his arms, fitting just under his chin. Heinz wasn’t someone to give hugs often, but he had a knack for knowing exactly when they were needed. He squeezed her tight.

         ‘I’ve my own thoughts about that, but I’ll keep them to myself as we are guests in her home.’ He pushed Kizzy back slightly. ‘I was going to make young Jakob here do some mucking out. You up for that too?’

         She grinned.

         Heinz stroked away her tears with his hankie. ‘Good to hear it. I’ll get you a shovel.’ His face turned serious. ‘Kizzy, she’s trying to do the best by you, you know that, don’t you? It’s not a punishment.’

         Her heart sunk. ‘I know. It’s just…’

         Heinz squeezed her shoulders. She felt he could see into her soul. ‘I do understand…’

         ‘Did I hear I’ve got company with the poo-shovelling?’ She hadn’t noticed Jakob quietly disappear. Now he reappeared brandishing two shovels and chuckling. He thrust one towards her. ‘Here you go!’

         She smiled. ‘Thank you. Shall I start with Pluto’s stall?’

         Their guardian got the wheelbarrow and placed it in the middle of the stalls so the two children could fill it. ‘There you go.’

         As they started work, Kizzy noticed Heinz watching them both, leaning on the stick he still needed because of his limp, a reminder of when he broke his leg on their journey here. He half-smiled when he caught her looking. ‘Come on, get on with it!’

         In the stall, Pluto was up to his normal tricks. He reached over and started to tug at her cardigan with his teeth. She pulled it back.

         ‘Don’t do that. Can you imagine what the countess would say if she saw you?’

         The stallion pushed at her with his head, blowing at her.

         ‘You’re not helping me. I’ll take you outside in a minute if you’re not careful.’ Kizzy scratched his neck again before getting on with the job.

         Taking her next shovel-load out to the wheelbarrow, she heard another familiar voice. ‘Is that who I think it? Is she supposed to be mucking out, and in those clothes? Heinz?’

         It was the director of the Spanish Riding School, Alois Podhajsky, striding into the stables in his uniform.

         ‘Yes, it is and I’m just letting her help.’

         Kizzy saw the director raise his eyebrows. He glanced over at Kizzy before walking back out. ‘I’m saying nothing, but I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when the countess finds out.’

         She stopped. ‘Should I go? I don’t want to get you into trouble.’

         Heinz shook his head. ‘And leave a job half done? I don’t think so. Come on, get on with it.’ He picked up the wheelbarrow and went to empty it. ‘Don’t worry, I can deal with the countess.’

         ‘Happy?’ asked Jakob, leaning on his shovel.

         ‘Yes,’ Kizzy said. Then her good mood faded. ‘But the director is right. The countess is going to be furious.’

         Glancing around the stables, she said, ‘This can’t be my life, not anymore, Jakob. I doubt I’ll be allowed near the stables ever again if the countess has her way.’ Her voice cracked slightly. ‘It’s your life and your dream, as it should be.’ She smiled at him. ‘I saw you riding from the window. You looked amazing.’

         He blushed. Kizzy always loved his modesty. Jakob had no idea what a natural, intuitive rider he was. He and his horse became one when he was riding. It was magical to watch.

         Heinz returned with the wheelbarrow. ‘Stop slacking, you two.’

         The two friends spent the next few hours working in companionable silence, as they moved around the stalls.

         ‘All done, Heinz,’ shouted Jakob.

         Kizzy stretched her arms up and made her back click. She felt so content.

         Heinz took one look at her and laughed. ‘Oops! I think you better clean yourself up. It’ll be time to eat.’

         ‘Is it that bad?’ she asked, brushing at her face and hair, finding the odd strand of straw and hay.

         ‘You’ll see.’ Heinz winked at her. ‘Go on, off you go. Thank you for your help. You too, Jakob.’

         Kizzy said, ‘Jakob, can we sneak round the back?’

         He nodded. ‘Race you!’ he shouted, but too late. Kizzy had already got a head start. She knew him too well. They were both so competitive. The pair charged around the side of the building, American soldiers waving at them as they went.

         ‘I win!’ Kizzy shouted, as she touched the back door first. Jakob was only moments behind. They both stopped, huffing and puffing. She bent forward and put her hands on her knees. ‘That was close. You’d have beaten me if it’d been any longer. I was lucky.’

         Jakob glanced at her, his face red and sweaty, his eyebrows raised, laughing. ‘Don’t be daft. You’re much faster than me, Kizzy.’

         She pulled a face at him.

         Opening the door, she whispered, ‘I need to clean up before the countess sees me.’ She glanced at her hands. They were filthy.

         Jakob nodded. ‘We’d better use the servants’ stairs. Less chance of being caught.’

         Kizzy smiled. Jakob always understood. She would always mourn for her real brother, killed by the Gestapo, but Jakob had become as dear as a brother to her.

         The two children crept in, up the stairs and to their rooms.

         ‘Make sure you do your face.’ Jakob pointed to his cheek.

         She shut herself in her room and looked into the mirror, and could see why Jakob had gestured to her face. Streaks of dirt crisscrossed her cheeks. Despite herself, she smiled. Kizzy knew she shouldn’t, but she loved being with the horses and never worried about mucking out. To her, it was a good way to understand your horse. To make friends with them.

         Kizzy brushed her hair, picking out any strands of hay and straw. She hated it long.

         She hesitated, staring at the girl in the mirror. Who was she?

         Shaking her head, she muttered, ‘You can’t think like that.’

         Kizzy tied one of the red ribbons that the countess had given her in her hair. Hopefully, that would please her. Sighing, she left her room and headed down the main stairs.

         Jakob was sitting on the bottom steps with his head in his hands. She was about to ask why, then she heard raised voices from the dining room. He turned to look at her, his face grim, put a finger to his mouth and beckoned her down. She sat next to him.

         Now she could hear better, she realised it was the countess shouting.

         ‘The child has to learn. You’ve got to stop pandering to her. How will she ever get a husband behaving like that?’

         ‘You just said it yourself, Countess,’ Heinz replied. ‘She’s a child. She’s been through so much, seen so much. Let her be a child for a while longer.’

         The director’s voice broke in. ‘You are both right. Kizzy’s still young, Countess, and has been through so much. I can see Heinz’s point.’

         ‘For goodness’ sake, Alois, I thought you would be on my side. The child’s feral. We’re her only hope. She’s has no security, no family. What sort of life is she going to make? The war has taken so much from her. We can’t let it ruin her future too.’

         Kizzy had had enough. The ache in her head was back. Standing up, she started up the stairs.

         Jakob grabbed her hand. ‘What are you doing?’

         Anger mingled with sadness inside her. ‘Tell them I don’t feel well.’

         She pulled her hand away and ran back up to her room, where she flung herself onto her bed and curled up tightly, weeping.

         After a while, she stood up and wandered over to the window, staring out beyond the fields. She thought back to the nights sleeping out under the stars, swimming in rivers, and eating fish they’d caught. She’d spent so much of her life living outside: with her parents first, then on her own, before she’d met Heinz and Jakob. Glancing down she saw a US army jeep sweep into the courtyard. She assumed a message from the US headquarters in the next schloss along where General Patton was apparently based. The soldier ran over to one of the officers left behind after the troop had gone to save the horses in Sudetenland. How she wished she could’ve gone with them.

         She sat back on the bed with a thump. ‘Come on, Kizzy. Say it.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Maybe it’s time to get away again. If only I could go back to Heinz’s farm.’ She let out a long sigh.

         The realisation of what she had to do hit hard. Kizzy took her bag from underneath the bed. She’d used this bag to travel across the mountains. She could carry it across her shoulders. The countess had wanted to throw it out, but Kizzy had refused. It held too many memories. Kizzy opened it on the bed. She reached to the back of the wardrobe to find the clothes the countess didn’t approve of: breeches and trousers, shirts and jumpers. She also packed the mess kit and water canteen that John, their American soldier friend, had given her. He befriended them when they performed in front of General Patton. She missed him, but he had gone as part of the operation.

         There was a knock at the door. Whoever was there didn’t wait for her to answer, so Kizzy had no chance to hide what she was doing.

         Jakob and Heinz came in, Jakob carrying a tray. ‘Thought you might be hungr…’ The word hung in the air when he saw what she was doing. ‘Kizzy?’
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        Chapter 3
      

         

         All the colour drained out of Jakob’s face. ‘Kizzy, what are you doing? You can’t leave me.’

         Heinz took the tray from him and, pragmatic as ever, said, ‘Come on, Kizzy, you must be starving. Eat, then let’s talk.’

         He placed the tray on her bed, carefully laid out with a glass of milk, a chunk of bread and a bowl of goulash. The smell of rich spices from the goulash tickled her nose, making her stomach rumble. She took a glug of milk before taking a bite of bread to silence her stomach.

         In a very quiet voice, Jakob said, ‘I knew you’d be hungry.’

         They all sat on the bed while Kizzy ate. Heinz eventually broke the silence.

         ‘Are you all right, Kizzy? Are you going somewhere without telling us?’

         She looked down, embarrassed, knowing she’d break both their hearts if she went.

         ‘I can’t think straight. I feel so trapped. I keep remembering our nights out under the stars when it was just us and you treated me as an equal. I’ll never have that again.’

         Jakob squeezed her hand.

         Heinz rubbed his face. ‘Have you forgotten what we went through? The struggle? Where would you go? The Allies might be winning, we may be safe for now, but there are still Nazis out there fighting, and many lost and displaced people are desperate for shelter. Don’t you realise how lucky we are here?’

         Kizzy couldn’t speak.

         Heinz sighed. ‘I do understand.’ He looked across at her bag. ‘Can I ask you to trust me for a bit longer and not leave yet? And not to go without talking to me and Jakob first? I know I’m asking a lot.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘I’m sorry. I just heard you all shouting, and it was my fault. I thought if I left, it’d stop.’

         Heinz took hold of her hand. ‘Oh Kizzy, adults argue.’ He took hold of Jakob’s hand too. ‘We’re family.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Now enough of that stuff and nonsense. You’ll start thinking I’m going soft in my old age.’

         ‘Never!’ Jakob gave a baffled frown. ‘I don’t get it. Kizzy is faster than me and better than me at some things, yet she’s expected to give up everything that she enjoys.’

         Heinz lifted his arms in a shrug. ‘The world is a crazy place. The countess means well but she is old-fashioned and she has been through a lot too. She wants the best for Kizzy and tradition is the only way she knows.’

         ‘Do you think she can change?’ Kizzy asked her guardian. A spoonful of goulash hung in midair.

         ‘Who knows, my little one, who knows? I’m just a stupid old man.’ He sat up straight and slapped his leg. ‘Anyway, you can’t leave. I need your help in a little project? I wasn’t sure about it but now I think it might be just what we need. I can’t tell you any more yet. Interested?’

         Jakob said, ‘Is it about horses, Heinz?’

         ‘Maybe.’

         Kizzy felt a little bubble of hope inside her. She hesitated. ‘Will the countess be irritated?’

         ‘Don’t worry about that. It’ll be fine. Meet me after lunch and don’t draw attention to yourselves. The project is a secret, all right?’

         Jakob and Kizzy looked at each other. ‘All right,’ said Kizzy.

         ‘I’m going to leave you to it. I think I’d better apologise to the countess for the way I spoke to her earlier. I was brusque. Jakob, can you take the tray down when Kizzy’s finished? And don’t unpack that bag.’ Heinz winked at Kizzy and tapped his nose before hobbling across to the door. ‘See you tomorrow, you two. Sleep well.’

         ‘Night!’ they both said.

         ‘Well, that’s mysterious. I wonder what he’s up to.’ Jakob pinched a piece of Kizzy’s bread.

         ‘Oi! I suppose we’ll have to wait to find out.’ Kizzy was confused. It wasn’t like Heinz to be secretive. Maybe he was making something up to get her to stay.

         ‘Jakob…’

         ‘Yes?’ Jakob turned to face her.

         ‘I’m very, very sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you tonight.’ Kizzy rolled back onto her back. ‘It’s just…’

         ‘I get it… Kiz?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Don’t ever do it again.’

         Kizzy smiled and gently shoved him.
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            Chapter 4

         

         Kizzy thundered down the stairs to meet Heinz. She’d been good all morning, doing exactly what the countess wanted, trying to make up for the previous day. It wasn’t easy, and she felt exhausted.

         Jakob raced in from outside.

         Heinz stood in the hall with his hands on his hips, his face set. He waited for them to stop before speaking. ‘I thought I asked you not to draw attention to yourselves. You two are worse than puppies.’

         ‘Sorry, Heinz,’ they said in unison.

         ‘Come with me and keep quiet.’

         They all trooped out of the Schloss. Heinz sat them down at the far end of the rose garden. Kizzy took a deep breath of the blousy flowers’ glorious perfume. Heinz looked around, as if checking there was no one about to listen in.

         Jakob smiled. ‘What’s going on, Heinz? You’re behaving very strangely!’

         Heinz half laughed. ‘It must look odd, but it’s with good reason. Kizzy, stop fiddling with the roses and pay attention.’ There was a slight edge to his voice.

         She turned, surprised to be reprimanded; she hadn’t realised things were quite so serious. Kizzy suddenly felt really tense, wondering what he was going to say.

         ‘What if I told you there were more horses to be rescued?’

         Jakob interrupted, ‘We know. Major Wright and the American soldiers have gone to get the mares from Hostau to keep them safe as they thought the Russians might eat them.’ Jakob and Kizzy shivered at the thought. ‘But they wouldn’t let us go because we’re “only children”.’

         Their guardian sighed. ‘I’m not talking about those horses. Someone has asked for my help. It’s a few horses, but they have the same concerns. I’ve said we’ll think about it.’

         Jakob jumped in without a second thought, ‘Of course, we’ll do it.’

         Heinz put his hands up. ‘Hold on. I can’t go with you because of my leg. You’ve seen what it’s like. I’m in a lot of pain.’

         Kizzy was confused. Go without Heinz?

         Jakob jumped to his feet as if he couldn’t wait to start.

         ‘Jakob, you need to calm down or you’ll make mistakes.’

         Kizzy watched the colour drain from her friend’s face. ‘I apologise, Heinz. I understand.’ Jakob sat down.

         ‘I’ve arranged for us to meet the contact.’ Heinz took out his pocket watch. ‘In about fifteen minutes.’

         Kizzy felt like her head would explode. She couldn’t quite tell if Heinz was serious or not. He seemed excited but also as if he was holding something back. What would they have to do?

         ‘Are you not going to give us any more clues?’ asked Jakob.

         ‘There will be plenty of time for questions when you meet the contact. Follow me.’ Heinz got up and hobbled off towards the wood at the back of the Schloss. He glanced around. ‘Keep your voices down. Come on.’

         He led the two children to a small clearing. They both knew it well and often went there when they needed some peace. Kizzy loved to sit on one of the fallen tree trunks and listen to the wind in the trees and the birdsong. It reminded her of being with her family. Of happier times.

         She did not expect to see one of their arch-enemies sitting on her tree trunk.

         ‘Wilhelm Faber!’ She snapped round to Heinz. ‘What’s he doing here?’

         Heinz held up his hand. ‘Hold on. Give me a chance to explain.’

         ‘What do you mean? Is he your contact? Have you forgotten? This man betrayed us to the Nazis and tried to get us killed,’ shouted Jakob.

         Kizzy yelled, ‘I want to go. I want nothing to do with this man.’ She turned so fast, her foot kicked a random stone that pinged against a tree trunk. The sound echoed around the woods.

         ‘I know. I was there too.’ Heinz’s voice was hard, angry. ‘Will you two stop and listen to me?’ As he looked at them both, his eyes softened.

         Kizzy turned to Jakob. Neither said anything, but they sat down together on another trunk, a long way from Faber.

         ‘Well?’ Kizzy demanded.

         ‘Right, you’ve got good reason not to trust this man.’

         Jakob went to respond, but Heinz held up his hand, stopping him.

         ‘Wilhelm Faber came to me because he thought we could help him.’

         Jakob couldn’t stop himself. ‘Pfft!’ he said and looked away.

         Heinz closed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Faber has been contacted by his cousin, Emil, who lives in Šumava, in the Bohemian forest. It might mean going through Nazi lines.’

         ‘So?’ Kizzy snapped. What did she care about his family history? This man had reported to the Nazis that there were a Jewish boy and a Roma girl hidden at the Schloss, to get them killed. The officers might have killed everyone there in punishment for hiding them. How could she forgive that? Through Nazi lines – that sounded terrifying. Her gut told her no on so many levels.

         Faber just sat there, looking down, twisting his hat in his hands.

         Heinz gave her one of his looks. She knew it rather well. It meant, Be quiet and give what I’m saying a chance.

         ‘Emil, I believe, is part of the Czech resistance, but before the war, he worked at a stud farm. One I knew of. They were trying to make sure some of the rarer breeds of Czechoslovakian horses didn’t die out.’

         Kizzy couldn’t stop herself asking, ‘Like what?’

         ‘Have you heard of Kinskys?’

         Kizzy was thrilled. ‘The Golden Horses of Bohemia?’

         ‘The very same. And Kladrubers, Czech Warmbloods and Shagya Arabians, to name a few. The stud was hidden away, so it survived pretty well during the war. Faber, do you want to say what Emil thinks?’

         Faber said, ‘Look, I’m sorry for what I did, but this is not about me. Please think about helping the horses. Emil says if we can’t get them to Austria, to these stables, that they might not survive. You’ve got to do what you did for the pretty white horses. Please bring them to safety.’ He looked at them pleadingly, then down again.

         Jakob asked, ‘Do I know these breeds, Heinz?’

         ‘I think you’d recognise them, yes.’

         ‘How many horses are there?’

         Faber answered. ‘My cousin says not many. About the same as you brought across the mountains. You could do it easily.’

         Heinz sat down and his stick fell to the floor with a clatter. ‘There is, of course, a problem. There were three of us before. I can’t come with you because of this stupid leg.’ Heinz thumped his thigh in frustration and then winced. ‘You’d have to go with Faber. He’d drive you in our car up there. We’d sort the papers. You’d ride the horses back and he’d follow in the car.’

         Kizzy felt surprised. Faber and Heinz had obviously already been planning this. ‘Can we trust him, though?’

         ‘I don’t think we can. I’m not happy,’ said Jakob, digging his toe into the mud.

         Faber muttered, ‘I can understand that. I wouldn’t trust me after what I did to you. But don’t do it for me, do it for the horses.’

         Heinz looked at the children. ‘Think how hard it must have been for Faber to ask me for this? He’s right. This is about the horses. Not him.’

         Jakob turned to Kizzy. ‘What do you think? Why should we? He did try to kill us.’

         Kizzy wasn’t sure what to say. She could remember her father telling her stories of the Golden Horses of Bohemia. They were magical. Picturing him as he talked about them made up her mind. ‘We should do it.’

         The shock on Jakob’s face made her want to giggle.

         ‘We should do it. I know what Faber did, but at least we know what he’s capable of. And we’re not doing it for him. What did you say once, “Everyone deserves to feel safe and be free, even horses?”’

         Jakob opened and closed his mouth like a goldfish. ‘You can’t use that against me.’

         ‘Of course I can, because it’s right.’

         Jakob walked off, marching up and down.

         Heinz came over to Kizzy. ‘Well?’

         She whispered in his ear, ‘The answer’s yes. He’s just not willing to admit it yet.’

         After a few more minutes, Jakob stopped. ‘Yes, let’s do it. When do we go?’

         Kizzy murmured to Heinz, ‘Told you!’

         Faber jumped up. ‘Thank you. Heinz and I need to finalise the details, but probably early tomorrow. Is that right?’

         Heinz nodded. ‘You both need to pack for a trip. Remember, though, don’t tell the countess or the director. Not yet.’

         Kizzy caught her breath. She wasn’t comfortable lying to the director.

         ‘I’ll let you know what time you’re leaving in the morning. Try to get some rest.’

         Both men disappeared into the wood, leaving Kizzy and Jakob standing there.

         ‘What have we done?’ asked Jakob.

         ‘What we do best, I think. We couldn’t say no, with horses in danger. Hopefully, it’s the right decision.’
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        Chapter 5
      

         

         Kizzy went to find Heinz later that evening. She knocked gently on his door.

         ‘Come in.’

         Pushing the door slightly open, she peered in. ‘Can I talk to you?’

         Her guardian was looking out of the window. He beckoned her in. ‘Kizzy, you know you can always talk to me. You look worried.’

         He sat on his chair and she perched on the edge of his bed. She noticed how tidy it was. Such a reflection of his character, mirrored in how he ran his stable. Kizzy smiled.

         ‘Out with it.’

         ‘It’s this mission to get the horses.’

         He nodded. ‘Do you want to back out?’

         Kizzy considered this. Was that what she wanted? ‘No, I don’t. I just don’t like not telling the director. I don’t want to betray him.’

         Heinz tapped his hand against the chair, thinking before replying. ‘You’re a good, loyal person, Kizzy. And you’re quite right. It doesn’t feel good, does it?’ He smiled. ‘That’s why I told him all about it this evening. He’s not happy, but he can’t see any other solution. With so many of the soldiers gone with the general, we don’t have a team of people to send. He also believes you two are the best.’

         The girl bounced up, grinning. ‘That’s such a relief.’

         ‘Is that all you were worried about?’

         Kizzy stopped and grimaced. ‘Well … actually … no.’

         Heinz let out a deep sigh. ‘Here we go. What is it?’

         She grabbed handfuls of her hair. ‘This! We’ve got to do something about it. I can’t be living in the woods again like this. Can you help me cut it short again?’

         Her guardian roared with laughter. ‘There’s only one Kizzy.’

         ‘It’s practical and I can pretend to be a boy if I need to.’

         Heinz raised his eyebrows. ‘I suppose.’

         While he cut, Kizzy asked him another question that had been niggling at her. ‘Heinz? The papers? How did you get those sorted so quickly?’ She stared at him in the mirror.

         He stopped. ‘You’re sharper than this razor, aren’t you?’

         She waited for him to continue.

         ‘I might have been a little creative.’

         ‘Heinz!’

         ‘No, don’t worry. They are real. I just might have convinced one of the American soldiers who types up all the papers to create them and add some signatures, in exchange for some riding lessons. He wants a more exciting job.’

         ‘So they’re forgeries? Could we go to jail for using them?’

         ‘Nobody is going to find out. They’re not forgeries, as such, just slightly creatively created. Faber has no idea. He thinks they’re real. Now, let me finish your hair.’

         Kizzy mulled this over. She couldn’t decide what she thought. Heinz had lied. He’d involved Faber, the man who’d tried to kill her. All to save horses. Was that honourable?

         ‘There! All finished,’ he announced, standing back with a flourish.

         Looking in the mirror, she touched her hair. It was close to her head and spiky again. It felt so much better. ‘It’s shorter than Jakob’s!’

         Heinz winked at her. ‘Now let me clear up this mess.’

         Kizzy moved to stop him. ‘I’ll do it.’

         ‘No, you need a good night’s sleep. Go on with you.’

         Unusually, she did as she was told. She was creeping down the corridor, when she heard the countess’s voice. She needed to hide. Pulling open the nearest door, she slipped inside, just before she heard the countess walk past.

         Kizzy closed her eyes and let out a long breath of relief. ‘That was close!’

         ‘What was? And what have you done to your hair?’

         Kizzy squealed. ‘Jakob!’

         He was sitting on his bed reading. ‘Well, yes. You’ve just barged into my bedroom.’

         Kizzy felt stupid. Of course this was Jakob’s room. She’d been so desperate to hide, she hadn’t thought where she was.

         ‘I’m so sorry. It’s just the countess…’

         ‘You didn’t want her to see that.’ He pointed at her hair.

         Kizzy smirked. ‘Could you imagine what she’d say?’

         Jakob giggled. ‘I’d love to see that. It’s not exactly “ladylike”.’

         ‘Oh, don’t!’ Kizzy chuckled too. ‘But you know I couldn’t go with long hair.’

         Jakob got up and looked in the mirror, pulling his hand through his mop of hair. ‘Maybe I ought to do something about mine too?’

         Kizzy raised her eyebrows. ‘Well…’

         Jakob pushed her. ‘I get the message. Do you want me to check and see if the countess has gone?’

         Kizzy pushed him back. ‘Yes, please.’

         Her best friend stuck his head out of the door. ‘Looks all clear to me. Did Heinz do your hair or did you do it?’

         ‘Heinz, of course!’

         ‘I might go and see him.’ Jakob winked at her.

         Just as she left, they heard the countess’s voice. Jakob grabbed her arm and pulled her back into his room. Kizzy grunted. ‘Ouch!’

         ‘Sshh!’ He went to shut his door, but the countess had spotted him.

         ‘Jakob!’

         Behind his back, he waved to Kizzy to tuck herself out of sight behind the door. She crawled across the floor, desperately trying not to make a noise.

         ‘Yes, Countess?’ he asked in his sweetest voice.

         Kizzy wanted to giggle. She bit her lip to stop herself.

         ‘How’s Kizzy? I thought I’d pop in and check she’s all right. We had rather a…’ She cleared her throat. ‘A contretemps earlier.’

         Jakob never missed a beat. ‘Don’t worry, Countess. I checked on her a little while ago. She was sound asleep.’

         Kizzy held her breath.

         ‘Oh. I suppose I’d better leave her alone. Thank you, Jakob. Goodnight.’

         ‘Night, Countess, sleep well.’ Jakob closed the door and slid down it to join Kizzy. He stared at her. ‘Phew! That was close.’

         ‘I hope our trip to get the horses is less dangerous than trying to get out of your bedroom!’

         ‘Really?’ He looked at her amazed. ‘You had to say that. That’s jinxed the trip, hasn’t it?’

         Kizzy laughed, ‘We’re doomed!’ but her voice had a slight edge to it. She hoped her sudden gut feeling was wrong − that this journey was going to be very dangerous indeed.
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        Chapter 6
      

         

         At 4 a.m. the following morning, Heinz tapped on Kizzy’s door. ‘Are you ready?’

         Bleary-eyed, she went to answer. ‘It’s so early,’ she whispered. ‘No normal person should see this time in the morning.’

         ‘Stop grumbling and come on.’

         She grabbed the bag she’d packed the night before. It felt like old times. Throwing it across her back, she followed her guardian to knock on Jakob’s door. Jakob wasn’t as grumpy as her.

         ‘Let’s go!’ he announced in a stage whisper.

         ‘Will you sssh,’ whispered Heinz, ‘or you’ll wake the whole place.’

         Jakob looked embarrassed. ‘Sorry!’

         ‘Like the cut!’ Kizzy winked at him.

         He ran his hand through his newly shorn hair. ‘Thank you. Think Heinz could have a new career, if he ever gave up riding!’

         Heinz stopped. ‘Really?’ Sarcasm dripped from his voice. ‘Will you two take things seriously? This is dangerous. You’re likely to meet our “friends” the Nazis and goodness knows what else.’

         Both of the children looked down. ‘Sorry, Heinz,’ they whispered.

         ‘Just be quick. I’ve sorted the papers.’ Heinz looked pointedly at Kizzy, who said nothing. ‘And I’ve got a car for you two and Faber.’ He dug into the pocket of his jerkin. ‘And this is for you, Kizzy. I gave Jakob his when we travelled across the mountains.’

         He handed her a belt with a sheath attached to it, holding a knife. Pulling it out, Kizzy could see both edges were sharpened. Slipping it back in its sheath, she wrapped the belt around her waist.

         A lump caught in her throat. ‘Thank you. I’m going to miss you, Heinz,’ she muttered, so quietly only he could hear.

         ‘Stuff and nonsense, you’ll be back very soon and bringing with you some amazing horses.’ His words said one thing, but his eyes were full of emotion. ‘Come back very soon,’ he repeated. ‘You can do this, Kizzy. You know you can.’

         He led the two children down the stairs and out of the Schloss. Just outside the gates stood Faber by the side of a Mercedes.

         Jakob quietly whistled, ‘Very nice!’

         ‘Jakob!’ Heinz scolded.

         Kizzy swallowed. She glanced across at Jakob. An obvious spark of excitement flickered in his eyes. She wished she felt the same.

         She hadn’t thought this through. Yes, they’d talked about going by car, but stupidly, the reality hadn’t sunk in.

         Heinz glanced at her. ‘Kizzy? You look very pale. What’s the matter?’

         Kizzy whispered, ‘I’ve never been in a car.’

         Jakob and Faber started to laugh, but Heinz spoke over them. ‘It’ll be all right, I promise.’

         ‘We only had horse-drawn caravans.’

         Faber rolled his eyes and tutted. ‘Roma!’

         Heinz and Jakob looked daggers at him.

         Jakob stepped forward and took Kizzy’s hand. ‘I’ll be with you. I promise we’ll be safe. You’ll love travelling in it.’

         Kizzy didn’t feel convinced but trusted Jakob. She knew he’d never let anything hurt her.

         Heinz stood in front of Kizzy. ‘Are we all right now?’ She nodded. ‘Good. Here are the papers. They give you permission to travel and to cross the Nazi checkpoints if you need to … and most importantly come back again! You look after them. I trust you.’

         Faber gave Heinz a hard stare. ‘Shouldn’t I have them?’

         ‘No,’ said Heinz, ‘you focus on driving. Kizzy can focus on practicalities. Jakob will read the map, he’s an expert. You’d better get going before anyone wakes up.’ He pulled out a sack from behind a bush, handing it over to Jakob. ‘Put this in the back. It’s as many ropes and halters as I could get without being noticed. I’m not sure it’ll be enough, but if you’re stuck you both can use your imagination.’

         Jakob took the sack. ‘Thank you,’ he mumbled, hugging the sack into his chest, before putting it into the boot of the car.

         Heinz turned to Kizzy, taking her by surprise. He pulled her into a hug. ‘Stay safe, Kizzy, and make sure you bring Jakob home.’

         He did the same to Jakob, who said, ‘Of course.’

         Suddenly, out of the darkness stepped the director. Everyone jumped. Jakob and Faber gasped in panic.

         ‘I thought I’d come and wish you two good luck.’ He pointedly ignored Faber. He put his arms around Kizzy and Jakob. ‘Look after those horses and stay safe.’

         Jakob looked confused.

         Kizzy said, ‘We will. I can’t wait to see the Golden Horses of Bohemia. I was told so many stories of them by my pa.’

         The director squeezed her shoulder.

         ‘Come on! We need to get going,’ said Faber, getting into the car.

         Kizzy clambered into the back. Jakob sat in the front with the map on his lap.

         ‘Everyone ready?’ asked Faber, looking around. Jakob and Kizzy nodded. ‘Off we go.’

         He started the engine. The noise rattled through Kizzy. They moved off slowly, trying not to draw any attention. Kizzy waved to Heinz and the director for as long as she could see them. As they disappeared in the dawn light, she blinked back tears. ‘Stop being silly, Kizzy,’ she whispered into the seat. She noticed how comfortable the car was. The smooth leather seats felt luxurious. It certainly had more suspension than a caravan.

         ‘Right, let’s get going. It could be quite a journey,’ said Faber. ‘Jakob, do you know what roads we need to take?’

         Jakob traced the route on the map with his finger. ‘Yes, I do, we’re all right for the moment. I’ll tell you when we need to turn.’

         Kizzy settled back; she didn’t need to do much, other than watch the countryside speed past.

         The dawn sky looked like a purple bruise as the Milky Way melted away. A fingernail-shaped moon slipped down as the sun stretched its peachy arms upwards.

         She watched the world go by. Even though it was early, the roads were full of refugees, all heading into Austria. She saw faces stretched with hunger and fear, clothes hanging in tatters.

         A few of them stared into the car, trying to see who was in it. Their eyes looked haunted. She wondered what their stories were. What had they seen? She remembered hiding up a tree, seeing the Nazis shoot her family. Part of her wanted to call out and say, ‘I understand, I’ve seen it too!’

         A US jeep swept up and drove alongside them. As they stopped, Faber muttered under his breath, ‘Stay calm, everyone.’

         ‘Where are you going?’ demanded the US soldier.

         His attitude was a salutary reminder. Not all of these soldiers were going to be as friendly as the ones they knew at the Schloss. These soldiers, Kizzy realised, had no idea whether they were friend or foe. They stood out in their big, black car. The driver, Faber, could easily be a threat.

         ‘We’ve got US army business to do,’ said Faber.

         ‘Oh really! That’s what they all say.’ The soldier raised his eyebrows and looked across at his mate in the jeep.

         ‘No, honestly, we’ve got the papers to prove it.’ Faber twisted round. ‘Kizzy, show the officer.’

         Kizzy knew he wasn’t an officer, but didn’t correct Faber. She gulped, wishing she didn’t know the truth about Heinz’s documents. Rustling in her bag, she carefully pulled out the papers and leaned right out of the window. ‘Here we go, sir.’ Her heart pounded in her chest. She was convinced he would see guilt written across her face.

         The soldier briefly glanced at them, noticing the signatures at the bottom. ‘Yes, those are in order. Better get on with your business quickly. It’s not safe around here. There are still some rogue Nazi units floating around. We’re trying to round them up but…’ He handed the papers back to Kizzy.

         ‘Thank you, sir.’ Kizzy sat back quickly, squirrelling them away in her bag.

         Faber put his thumb up at the soldier. ‘Will do, sir. Thank you for your time.’ He wound his window up and drove off without looking back. ‘Better keep an eye out for the Nazis, both of you, if they’re saying it’s not safe. Who knows who we might meet on our way.’

         Jakob turned around. ‘You all right, Kizzy? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. They were only US soldiers.’

         Kizzy tried to make a joke of it. ‘You know me. All soldiers terrify me! And he seemed quite cross.’

         Her stomach twisted. She wanted to tell her friend the truth about the papers so much.
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        Chapter 7
      

         

         The next few hours passed painfully slowly as they trundled on. Faber stared at the road ahead. Jakob focused on the map and the countryside around them, checking they were heading in the right direction. Kizzy smiled at his dedication.

         There was a sudden gust of wind and Kizzy saw a flash of movement up ahead. She gasped.

         ‘Is that…?’ She couldn’t finish the sentence.

         A body twisted in the wind. It was wearing a Nazi uniform. The rope creaked against the telegraph pole as they drove past. A distorted face lolled to one side. Kizzy shivered as a wave of nausea swept over her.

         Faber glanced back to her. ‘I’ve heard that rogue SS units are hanging or shooting anyone in uniform who hasn’t got the right orders. They think they’re all deserters. Desperate times.’

         Kizzy gulped, her stomach rolling.

         ‘That’s awful,’ whispered Jakob.

         Faber said, ‘We need to be vigilant from here on. I think we’re probably in a Nazi-controlled area now.’

         Jakob looked back at Kizzy, his face grim. Her body tensed up. The world felt very dangerous.

         They kept driving, passing through some towns that had been turned into shells. Broken and empty buildings stood forlorn and shattered: people’s lives and memories ripped apart. Other villages appeared barely touched. There didn’t seem to be any logic to it. All the time, the three of them kept a careful eye out for anyone in uniform.

         A knot of fear settled deep inside Kizzy. Scanning the passing countryside, she realised how quickly she’d become complacent, living at the Schloss with the US army to protect them. She’d forgotten what it was like to look over her shoulder all the time. She had vowed she would never forget. Yet she had so easily.

         A large black car, a bit like their own, swerved past them, heading in the same direction. It pulled in front of them and braked, forcing them to slow down too.

         Kizzy saw Faber’s knuckles go white as he gripped the steering wheel. She held her breath, waiting. All three of them watched the car, as it slowed and slowed.

         Jakob gulped. ‘What are they doing?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ whispered Faber.

         As suddenly as it arrived, the car sped away. Whoever it was disappeared into the distance.

         Kizzy fell back against the seat as they let out a collective groan of relief. Perhaps it had been nothing.

         ‘That was strange,’ muttered Jakob.

         Kizzy didn’t want to think about it.

         The road wound on. Kizzy looked out of the window. The number of refugees had thinned out a little. She couldn’t decide if that was a good sign or not.

         Jakob shifted in his seat, sitting up straighter. He pointed ahead. ‘That looks like the Nazi line. Kizzy, get the papers ready again in case they want them. Make sure you get the right ones for the checkpoint.’

         Her stomach flipped as she pulled the documents out of her bag. Panic made her clumsy and sweat trickled down her back. Kizzy had been working hard to improve her reading, but the words seemed to swim in front of her and she couldn’t tell them apart.

         ‘Jakob,’ she whispered.

         He checked her expression, then glanced down at the papers in her hand. He nodded and reached back, without asking for an explanation. Taking them, he selected the right ones and returned the others. Winking at her, he said, ‘I’ve got them. Kizzy’s given them to me.’

         She smiled, grateful that Jakob hadn’t made her look stupid.

         But when she stared ahead to the checkpoint, she spotted something that worried her even more. ‘Look, parked at the side. Isn’t that the car that slowed down in front of us?’

         Jakob frowned. ‘You’re right.’

         Faber’s shoulders tensed. ‘It’ll be all right. Let me do the talking.’

         Kizzy remembered how Jakob had told her about the silent prayers he said to himself when he was in danger. She said one now. One thought kept running through her head: the two of them were about to rely on someone who’d previously betrayed them to the Nazis. Faber had tried to get them killed. And now he’d just asked them to trust him. Could she?

         Gripping her bag, Kizzy waited as Faber edged towards the checkpoint. A cart and a lorry were in front of them.

         Two men in uniforms she’d hoped she’d never see again walked around each vehicle, stopping to talk to each driver. Even if the uniforms looked a little tatty, they weren’t just Nazis, they were SS. Why were they at this checkpoint? The sight of the uniforms terrified her. Her hands were shaking. She had to press her palms together, squeezing hard, to stop them.

         Their turn came.

         Faber inched the car forward until they drew alongside the soldiers.

         Jakob glanced back at Kizzy. Their eyes met. A thousand memories were shared in that brief look. She knew that his heart was racing as fast as hers.

         One of the soldiers walked around their car. Kizzy stared straight ahead. She didn’t look at him as he passed. The other soldier stood by the driver’s window.

         ‘Where are you going? In case you hadn’t noticed, most people are going the other way?’

         ‘Yes, sir, I know. I have family that I’m trying to find, to bring back.’ Faber’s voice held steady.

         ‘Who are these children with you?’

         Faber hesitated.

         Kizzy held her breath. Was Faber going to betray them again?

         ‘They’re helping me. I’ve papers.’ He turned to Jakob and reached for the documents.

         Kizzy felt her heart could burst. It was beating so hard the soldiers must be able to hear it.

         They gave the papers a cursory glance. ‘US and Nazi signatories. You must have friends in high places. Or maybe they’re forgeries?’

         Kizzy nearly cried out.

         ‘No, no, they’re definitely not. These two work at the Spanish Riding School. They recently performed in front of General Patton,’ blustered Faber.

         The soldier peered into the car. ‘And this is something to be proud of?’ He stared at Jakob. ‘Why’s he not fighting for the Motherland?’

         Faber glanced at Jakob then back at the soldier. ‘He’s just a boy.’

         The soldier harrumphed before looking in the back at Kizzy. ‘What’s their background?’

         ‘They are too young to fight, sir. They’re twins. They have a good background, sir. Nothing to question. I can vouch for them. They are the children of Alois Podhajsky, the Director of the Spanish Riding School.’

         Kizzy desperately wanted to thank him. Faber hadn’t let them down.

         ‘Why are they with you, then?’

         ‘They are helping me with some horses. The director is short of men, as you can imagine.’

         The other soldier shouted, ‘Otto, come on, you can see they’re children, stop picking fights, will you? Just let them go. We haven’t got time. Look at the queue.’

         The man called Otto grunted and handed their papers back.

         The other soldier banged on the bonnet of the car, making them all jump, and gestured to them to drive through.

         Faber waved. ‘Thank you!’ He drove off, muttering to himself, ‘Now make sure it’s not too fast, so you don’t look guilty.’

         Jakob took the papers and handed them back to Kizzy. ‘Better keep them safe. We’ll need them to get back through the checkpoints on our way home.’

         Kizzy stored them carefully in her bag before sinking back into her seat and letting out a tremendous sigh of relief. She watched Jakob turn back to the map, planning the next part of the route.

         ‘That was tense! I didn’t think he was going to believe us,’ said Kizzy, wiping the sweat from her forehead.

         ‘I know! It was close. My poor heart.’ Jakob grinned. ‘We did it though, Faber. You did it. You got us through.’

         ‘I did, didn’t I?’ Faber started to tap at the steering wheel, as if beating a rhythm to a song that played in his head. She wondered what it could be.

         ‘Are we in, oh, what’s it called…’ she thought for a moment, ‘Sudetenland, that’s it, now?’ asked Kizzy.

         Jakob twisted around, lifted the map and tried to point to where they were. ‘Yes, we’re here and we need to get here. To Šumava in the Bohemian area.’

         ‘Get that map out of the way. I can’t see where I’m going.’ Faber pushed the paper down.

         Grimacing, Jakob said, ‘Sorry! I forgot.’

         Kizzy tried very hard not to laugh as they all began to relax a little, still cautious, keeping an eye out for patrols.

         They were passing many refugees walking in the other direction. So many, looking so desperate. Now and then, an army truck swept past them, making them swerve out the way.

         The landscape started to change as they drove up into the mountains. The back roads were surrounded by forest and it was difficult to see what was ahead. In the distance, through the trees, she could see a waterfall tumbling down the mountain. It felt like a magical place.

         ‘We need to get there as soon as we can.’ Faber sounded edgy, impatient. Kizzy didn’t like it. ‘We don’t know how far away the Russians are. They could arrive any day, my cousin said.’

         That shook her. ‘How much further do we have to go?’ She felt like they’d been travelling for hours.

         ‘Another few hours or so, I reckon. Why don’t you go to sleep?’ Jakob suggested, reassuringly.

         Kizzy sighed. She didn’t want to go to sleep. However, as she stared out at the trees, all the same yet different, with so many shades of green, she soon drifted off. Her dreams were fitful. Images of horses, tumbling waterfalls, SS officers and her parents jumbled together.
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        Chapter 8
      

         

         The car stopped with a lurch. Kizzy was thrown forward, and banged her head on the seat-back.

         ‘What the…?’ she said, rubbing her forehead.

         ‘We’re here,’ announced Faber.

         Jakob opened his door. ‘Come on, Kizzy.’

         Looking out of her window, she saw what could only be described as a true fairytale castle. It was like the countess’s Schloss, yet even more magical. It had white walls and numerous towers, and each was topped with a domed turret and a spire aimed at the sky. She could immediately tell it had seen better days. In its heyday, it must have been spectacular.

         She stepped out of the car and turned round and round to take it all in. Mountains and forests surrounded the castle, hiding it away from everyone. To the side, she saw a courtyard of stables. The whole place felt abandoned.

         ‘Where is everyone? Are you sure this is the right place?’ She spun around again, scanning her surroundings.

         A voice she didn’t recognise answered her. ‘They ran away weeks ago, leaving the horses behind.’

         Jakob grabbed hold of Kizzy’s arm and pulled her towards him. They both turned to see a tall, unshaven man in a leather jerkin striding towards them, a rifle across his back.

         Faber marched over to him and threw his arms around the man, slapping his shoulders.

         ‘Wilhelm! You came.’

         ‘I told you I would, Emil,’ Faber replied.

         Kizzy felt a bit uncomfortable. She looked at Jakob, who shrugged. ‘Do you think this is Faber’s cousin?’ she whispered under her breath. Jakob nodded.

         ‘I bought these two to help.’ Faber stood back so Emil could see the children. Kizzy saw a look of confusion flit across Emil’s face. Then Faber winked at his cousin. She didn’t understand why.

         Emil didn’t seem to understand the wink either. He grabbed Wilhelm’s arm and didn’t bother to whisper. ‘What did you bring children for?’

         Kizzy rolled her eyes. The journey had been long, and she felt too tired to be dismissed like that.

         ‘For your information, we’ve saved many horses,’ she called over. ‘We led them across the mountains to safety. We may look young, but you know nothing about us. Ask your cousin here. He asked for our help and we came, even though he betrayed us in the past.’

         Faber had the grace to look ashamed very briefly.

         ‘What?’ Emil looked bewildered.

         Faber nodded. ‘We all do what we think is right at the time.’

         Jakob turned to Kizzy and raised his eyebrows. They’d both noted Faber’s comment. That wasn’t what he’d said to Heinz. Kizzy couldn’t hear any regret in his voice. She stepped back. Things were beginning to feel dangerous.

         ‘And they still trusted you enough to come here.’ Emil sniggered.

         Faber lifted his arms in mock surprise. ‘Apparently so.’

         ‘Hmm, are they stupid or do they think we are?’

         Emil came over and slapped Jakob on the back. ‘Welcome. I suppose I should apologise for my cousin’s inadequacies. He’s come to join me.’ This time the two men laughed together.

         Kizzy didn’t like this man and had had enough. ‘The horses?’

         Emil looked a little put out. ‘Is this boy always this direct?’

         Jakob laughed. ‘You think that’s direct. You wait.’ He grinned at Kizzy. ‘Oh, and by the way, the boy’s a girl!’

         Kizzy gave Emil a hard stare.

         He had the grace to blush. Kizzy wasn’t sure, though, if it was embarrassment or anger. She soon found out when he snapped, ‘A girl! What did you bring a girl for?’

         Jakob stood tall and shouted back, ‘Because she’s the best.’

         That was the second time in the last few days that Jakob had complimented her like that, Kizzy thought. Maybe he did believe it. But she still clenched her fists. I can fight my own battles, she thought.

         The man huffed, turning away from them. ‘If you must see them, come this way.’

         He led them through an archway with a clock tower into the stables. Two and a half sides of the courtyard were stables. The final section was an open hay barn. Like the main building, it looked in need of some love and care.

         Several stables had horses’ heads poking out of them: palominos, bays and dapple greys of different sizes.

         She wandered past, touching the names etched on the doors. Muttering the names under her breath. ‘Xandra … Eda … Krasava … Honza … Bilko … Ferda … Margita.’ The names matched the mix of horses, including the magical Kinskys. This is all right, thought Kizzy, as she scratched at Margita’s neck. They could move this many. ‘This isn’t too bad,’ she said.

         Emil looked shocked, then laughed. ‘This isn’t all of them. Come this way.’

         The children followed him around the side of the stables to some fields behind.

         Kizzy gasped. The fields had horses in, too.

         Lots of them.

         There were horses as far as the eye could see.

         ‘How many horses?’ she whispered.

         Emil shrugged. ‘Not many, about fifty.’

         Kizzy saw colour drain from Jakob’s face and was sure hers looked just the same. ‘Fifty! You told us twelve…’

         Faber turned his back to them. ‘Ah well … I told you lots of things. Come on, cousin!’

         Emil led Faber away. ‘And I’ve lots to tell you.’

         Kizzy and Jakob stood staring at the fields full of horses. They both leant against the fence, not speaking. Finally, Kizzy broke the silence. ‘It doesn’t look like they’ve been looked after for quite a while.’ She could see lots of mud on so many of the horses.

         ‘How are we going to decide which horses to take?’ Jakob picked at the fence.

         Bewildered, Kizzy faced him.

         ‘We can’t take them all, can we? Be sensible.’

         She glanced back at the horses. Her head told her that Jakob was right, but there was no way she was leaving these horses behind.

         ‘We’ll find a way.’ She walked back to the stables.

         ‘Kizzy,’ Jakob shouted, ‘don’t be stupid.’

         ‘I need to think.’

         She needed time. Kizzy decided to have a look around this fairytale castle to see if she could get inspiration. Was it a castle or a schloss? She thought probably a schloss. Didn’t castles only appear in fairytales? Pa’d know. She wished he was around to ask.

         She ran through the yard and back out to the front, where they’d arrived. What she saw made her freeze.

         ‘The car’s gone! Where’s Faber?’

         Kizzy tried not to panic. Looking around, she hoped he might have moved it, but there was no sign of either man anywhere.
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        Chapter 9
      

         

         Kizzy’s first thought was to go straight to Jakob and tell him. Then she stopped. I’m sure there’s a good reason, she told herself. Perhaps they’ve gone to get supplies, or they’ve just moved the car and they’re somewhere else. You’re being silly. Remember this is a big place. Stay calm, Kiz.

         The buzz of a plane flying over interrupted her thoughts. It was too high to decide which side it belonged to. It was a stark reminder of how close the war was.

         She decided to see if she could find some food and water. Grabbing the huge brass handle on the main door, she tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.

         ‘Come on!’ Kizzy put all her weight behind it. Still the handle wouldn’t move. She harrumphed, but had to give up. Maybe she could get in through one of the windows or another door at the back? Walking round the corner to see, something caught her eye. She crossed over to the wall.

         Holes. They were unmistakable. Kizzy ran her fingers over them.

         Bullet holes.

         Something bad had happened here. She gulped. Ghosts from her past skimmed her skin, giving her goosebumps. Kizzy shivered.

         She forced herself to keep moving around the side, where most of the windows had been boarded up. Peering through the cracks, she could see that the furniture seemed to be either missing or covered in dust sheets. These people had been gone for a long time. This wasn’t only a few weeks ago, as Emil had suggested.

         Kizzy continued around the castle. She couldn’t miss the sweet smell from the overgrown rose garden. The flowers were in full bloom, like the countess’s, blousy and colourful.

         Round another corner, she walked into a walled kitchen garden. A massive glasshouse stood in the corner, full of all sorts of exotic plants and trees. Kizzy gazed at it in awe.

         ‘Stop being nosy, girl,’ she told herself, turning away from the intriguing greenhouse. ‘Do what you’re supposed to be doing.’

         She found a door into the kitchen. It appeared to be locked, but Kizzy carefully pushed against the panels with her fingers.

         ‘There we go,’ she announced, as one panel gave way slightly under her touch. It had been forced in and then covered. ‘See, you weren’t that clever. You can’t beat me.’ She looked behind her to make sure no one was watching before she slipped inside.

         Whoever had lived there had clearly left in a rush, as mixing bowls and spoons lay abandoned on the table. She could see no copper saucepans anywhere and assumed they’d been sold for the metal. The place looked ransacked, and some time ago. A thick layer of dust blanketed everything.

         Moving into the larder, she prayed there might be some food, though she held out little hope. The larder was densely cloaked in cobwebs. It had been raided as well. There was nothing left on the shelves except for a discarded tin of coffee. However, the cook at the Schloss had taught her a trick or two.

         Kizzy felt across the floor with her foot. On one side, she couldn’t feel anything, but on the other side, she felt the giveaway of a slight dip in the floor. She cried out, ‘There it is!’

         Kneeling, she used the knife Heinz had given her to clean out the edge of the floorboard. Eventually she found what she was looking for: a notch to help her lift up the board and reveal the secret hiding place below.

         Kizzy peered down, giddy with relief. No one had found this. Inside were lots of jars and tins of preserved foods. She looked around for something to carry them in.

         Sprinting into one of the other rooms, she grabbed a sheet, not interested in what it covered. Turning round to go back, the grandeur of the room forced her to pause. The gold, beautiful paintwork on the ceiling took her breath away. It looked tired, but she knew that once this had been a palace.

         ‘Oh Kizzy, what happened to the owners?’ she said aloud. ‘What am I doing, stealing? Those gunshots? Did you suffer?’

         She shook her head. ‘Stop thinking like that. Focus on what you need to do. They’re not here. Think of the horses.’

         She ran back to the kitchen. ‘Let me see…’ She tried one of the taps, needing both hands to turn it. The pipes made a hopeful banging noise, however no water came out. ‘That’s a shame.’

         Kizzy walked into the pantry, loading up the sheet as fast as she could. She wanted to get out of there.

         Checking what she’d taken, she counted the jars, which included the coffee. ‘Right, I think there’s enough there for today and tomorrow, plus maybe the trip back in the car, in case we get hungry.’ She giggled at the thought, before carefully replacing the cover and brushing dust over it to hide it as best she could.

         Heading back to the yard, she had to be careful not to drop the glass jars. She needed to find somewhere to hide her booty. Walking by the stables, she found a fully kitted-out tack room. She would need all these brides and reins.

         Another stable had double doors. Kizzy wondered why. Staring into the gloom, she understood. Inside stood a cart. ‘Now that could be useful!’

         She tiptoed inside. It appeared to be in good condition. A hay cart with two wheels but perfectly serviceable. It also looked like a wonderful place to hide her booty, just in case Faber and his cousin came back. Kizzy wasn’t sure yet if she wanted to share with them. She carefully put her bundle in the cart and covered it with hay.

         ‘There!’ She clapped her hands together.

         ‘Kizzy! Where are you?’ She heard Jakob shouting for her. His voice sounded like a mixture of anger and panic.

         She slipped out of the stable and ran up behind him. Putting her hands over his eyes, she said, ‘Guess who?’

         He snatched her hands away and snapped round. ‘Don’t do that! I’ve been worried sick. It’s not funny.’ His anger melted and Kizzy could see the fear in his eyes. ‘Where did you go?’

         Guilt twisted inside her. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t think. Look, you should know, Faber and his cousin have disappeared. The car’s gone.’

         Jakob looked shocked. ‘What?’

         They walked into the hay barn. Kizzy heard a noise above her. She looked up but could see nothing. ‘Did you hear that?’

         ‘Hear what?’

         She shook her head. She must’ve imagined it.

         Glancing back up at the loft, Kizzy explained about Emil and Faber. She stopped when they heard a car. ‘They’ve come back.’

         They hurried to the front of the castle. Faber and Emil were getting out of the car.

         Kizzy whispered to Jakob, ‘I don’t trust them.’ Stepping into the archway, Kizzy shouted, ‘Where did you go?’

         Faber held his hands up. ‘Woah! Steady on. I had business to do. Don’t forget, I only brought you here to get me through the checkpoints.’

         Kizzy didn’t like this change of tone.

         ‘You asked for our help to save the horses,’ Jakob said.

         Emil glared at Faber. ‘Why did you say that? I asked you to come and join us, to fight for the Communist resistance, make sure we stay safe and join the Russians. I mentioned there were horses here, but nothing about saving them.’

         Kizzy and Jakob looked at each other, shocked. ‘Join the Russians?’ Jakob repeated, confused.

         Faber roared with laughter. ‘Because it was so easy. Gullible Heinz, always so desperate to save a few nags. He was happy to give me the car and papers I needed. “Oh Heinz, let’s save the horses, just like you did with the pretty white horses!”’ he mimicked in an exaggerated tone. ‘He willingly got the papers, more than necessary, as I’m not going back. And look, now I have a very beautiful Mercedes car for us to drive around in, eh, Emil. Thank you, Heinz.’ His laughter sounded like a cackle.

         Kizzy felt so furious she couldn’t speak. Jakob said, ‘What was the point, if not to save the horses?’ His voice was shaking with anger.

         Emil turned to them. ‘Faber didn’t tell you anything, did he? There are different resistance fighters and partisans here. I’m part of the Communist resistance, and Faber wanted to join as he hates the Americans. He wants to be part of the Red Army, don’t you?’

         Faber nodded.

         ‘There are others: various partisan groups, mainly in the forests and mountains. Former resistance members, POW escapees, German deserters and locals who work and also blow up roads and railways. Obviously, the Communists are the best.’ He punched Faber in the arm. ‘We’re going to help the Russians take over. We’re heading towards Prague, the car will be very useful!’

         Kizzy felt sick. Poor Heinz. She could see Jakob was fuming.

         Faber walked across to the two children. He smelt of cigarettes. He trailed a finger under their chins and they both snatched their heads away. ‘You were just a bonus. A perfect opportunity to get my own back for making me look stupid.’

         He stood in front of them, legs apart, and stared at them with hate. A stream of venomous insults poured out of him, at Jakob for being Jewish and Kizzy for being Roma, showing his true self.

         Kizzy managed to stand her ground … just. ‘I’d like the Nazis to find you…’ she shouted back.

         Jakob stepped forward, fists clenched. Kizzy knew he intended to hit Faber. She caught hold of her friend’s arm, as Emil pulled a gun. ‘No, Jakob, they’re not worth it.’

         Jakob spat at Faber, hitting him full in the face. The globule dribbled slowly down his cheek. He wiped it off and stepped forward.

         Emil grabbed him. ‘No, you don’t. After what you said to them, you deserve that.’ He looked at Jakob, then back at Faber. ‘I’d have spat at you, too. But let’s get out of here, Wilhelm. They’re only children. They’re nothing. We’ve more important things to do.’

         Emil pushed his cousin towards the car. Kizzy and Jakob stood in the yard, watching them drive away.

         Faber leant out of the car, shaking his fist. ‘I hope the Nazis find you!’ He turned back inside, yelling at Emil.

         Kizzy and Jakob watched the car disappear, both men still shouting and swearing at each other.

         A loud neigh from the stables echoed around the yard.

         Turning, they looked at each other, both visibly shaking.

         ‘Now what do we do?’ Jakob said.

         They fell into each other’s arms, hugging tightly. Kizzy tried hard not to cry.

         Then they heard the car returning.
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        Chapter 10
      

         

         Kizzy and Jakob broke apart. They stared at each other. Was this good news or not? The car sailed down the circular driveway in front of the castle, heading towards them. The sun glinted off its windscreen.

         Kizzy gasped as she saw the barrel of the gun poking out of the side window. Jakob hadn’t seen it.

         ‘Listen,’ she hissed in a panic. ‘When I push you, fall to the floor like you’ve been shot, then lay perfectly still, whatever happens.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Just do it.’

         Kizzy felt as if time had slowed down, as they both watched the car sweep round. It had almost reached them when two shots rang out:

         
      Bang!
    

         
      Bang!
    

         Kizzy pushed Jakob. They fell to the floor and lay there.

         Her heart pounded so hard. She’d no idea whether she’d timed the falls right and whether Jakob was hurt. She couldn’t look − she had to keep her eyes tight shut and play dead.

         The car stopped. She could hear the engine throbbing. A door opened.

         Kizzy held her breath.

         
      Please don’t come and check.
    

         ‘Leave ’em!’ she heard Emil shout. ‘Let’s get out of here. We don’t want to attract attention. You got what you needed. You got the papers and car to get here, now let’s go. We’ve got more important things to worry about than a couple of children.’

         Suddenly other shots rang out from further away. Kizzy was so shocked she nearly cried out. She heard Faber yell, ‘We’re under fire!’

         Emil screamed, ‘Where’s it coming from? Let’s get out of here. Quick!’

         She heard running, car doors slamming and gravel sprayed up as the car raced away from the castle.

         Once they had definitely gone, Kizzy and Jakob scrabbled up and made a run for the hay barn, keeping low. They had no idea where the other shots had come from. In the barn, they dived behind the bales.

         ‘Are you hurt, Jakob?’ Kizzy checked herself over. ‘I think I’m all right. What happened then? Who started shooting?’

         Kizzy tried hard to keep the panic out of her voice. It wasn’t easy. She was terrified of soldiers.

         ‘I’m fine!’ said Jakob, rubbing at his limbs. ‘Whoever that was just saved our lives. And thank you – you saved my life, pushing me to the floor.’

         She pulled him into a cuddle so he didn’t see her tears. But he wasn’t fooled.

         ‘Kiz, are you all right?’

         He leaned away so he could see her face. She looked down.

         ‘Faber tried to kill us,’ she whispered.

         ‘He did, but we’re alive. I’ll never forgive him for taking Heinz for a fool.’ His face was pale.

         ‘I had a niggle something wasn’t right with him. I should’ve listened to my instincts more. Why would he do it?’

         ‘For the same reason he betrayed us to the Nazis. It’s always about him and what he can get out of a situation. He doesn’t care about anyone but himself.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘But who shot at them?’ A sense of panic overwhelmed her. There could be other gunmen watching them.

         ‘Whoever they are, they saved our lives. We just need to be careful. Kizzy. We can do this.’

         She liked Jakob’s optimism. It always made reality more palatable. ‘It’s going to be difficult, but I think we can get back home. We’ve done it before and I don’t think it is so far this time.’

         ‘That’s true.’ He glanced to the yard. ‘I wish I’d thought to get our bags out of the car. I did at least keep hold of the map!’ He held it up with a flourish.

         Kizzy grinned, brushing hay off her clothes. ‘I squirrelled away the bags when we first arrived. Some instinct told me to grab them. I hid them in the barn and then moved them to a tack room.’

         ‘Oh Kizzy, you’re brilliant! So we’ve got our papers and everything?’

         She nodded. Sitting back, she looked at him. ‘I think we should aim to leave as soon as possible. Tomorrow?’

         ‘Assuming the Russians don’t arrive before then.’

         ‘That’s not funny, Jakob!’

         ‘It wasn’t meant to be.’

         Kizzy heard footsteps. She snapped her head, looking round and round. ‘Did you hear that? Someone else is here. Perhaps it’s whoever shot at Faber.’

         Jakob shook his head. ‘I didn’t hear anything.’ He glanced around. ‘See, nothing.’

         Kizzy walked around. She couldn’t see anything but she couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. She waited but heard nothing more. Perhaps she’d been wrong.

         Walking across to the bags, she pulled out their canteens. ‘At least these weren’t damaged. Maybe we can find somewhere to fill them. The taps in the castle aren’t working. There’s still a bit in there though.’ She shook them before chucking his to Jakob. ‘I reckon we groom as many horses as we can today, to get them ready to travel. There’s all the stuff we need in the tack room.’

         ‘Kiz, we’ve just been shot at by who knows what! And you want us to stand in the middle of the fields?’

         Kizzy knew Jakob talked sense, but she didn’t want to hear it. She didn’t want to think about danger and fear. Her stomach was tied into so many knots. She was scared she might never see Heinz again.

         Jakob’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears. ‘Kizzy, I’m scared.’

         Her heart fractured into a million pieces. ‘Me too!’ she whispered, taking his hands and squeezing them. She half-smiled. ‘We can do this,’ she said, repeating his words. ‘We’ve got each other.’

         ‘Do you think it’s safe to groom the horses?’

         They peered out of the barn. ‘I can’t see anything, can you?’ said Kizzy.

         Jakob stood up. ‘Come on, let’s go to the tack room and find what we need. You lead the way as you know where it is, but keep your head down.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Let’s keep close to the wall.’ That reminded her that she should tell Jakob about the gunshot holes. Maybe they weren’t something to be frightened of. Kizzy knew deep down that the truth was darker than that.

         They edged their way around to the tack room, collected a couple of head collars and lead reins, plus brushes and hoof picks, and headed for the field. Kizzy felt very tense, watching constantly for any unexpected movements and listening out for noises that didn’t fit, and she could tell Jakob was as jumpy as she was. They worked in companionable if strained silence for the next few hours, always alert for any sign of soldiers.

         Going from horse to horse in the fields, as they got the worse of the mud off, they got a much better look at each of them.

         ‘There is a real mix of horses here,’ said Jakob.

         ‘I know. Do you think they have a stud book?’

         ‘Maybe. I think it’s a fair bet that the ones in the yard are the ones that have been broken in, don’t you?

         Kizzy continued to groom a beautiful golden mare. ‘And that’s why they are in the yard and these are in the field. What do you think?’ she asked the mare, who snuffled at her hand. ‘I have a feeling you don’t know.’

         She looked across at Jakob. He was busily grooming a chestnut Czech Warmblood.

         She remembered that Jakob didn’t know the truth about the papers Heinz had given them, and didn’t know what problems they might have trying to get back. The secret weighed heavily on her, but she wasn’t ready to have that conversation yet. It wasn’t going to be an easy one and Jakob had had enough to cope with today.
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        Chapter 11
      

         

         ‘Kiz-zy?’ Jakob stretched her name out in a whine.

         ‘What?’ She glanced over at him. He looked very hang-dog.

         ‘I’m really thirsty and hungry.’ He tipped his empty canteen upside down. ‘Look! We’ve been doing this for ages.’

         ‘And this problem is mine because?’ She raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Are you saying that just because I’m a girl, you expect me to cook?’ Kizzy stopped grooming and placed her hands on her hips.

         Jakob looked shocked. ‘No! I’m not that stupid.’ His shoulders slumped. ‘I hate to admit it, but I’m useless at foraging.’

         ‘Oh for goodness’ sake, stop being so pathetic,’ she laughed.

         He grinned at her. ‘Feed me!’

         She tilted her head.

         ‘Please?’ Jakob asked.

         ‘Come on.’ Kizzy looked around. ‘We’ve done pretty well. Let’s go to the end of the field to see what we can find. Keep your eyes peeled, though. Just in case. Bring the water canteens.’ She took the brushes and placed them behind the fence, out of the way of the horses. Jakob followed suit.

         Walking through the field, Kizzy counted silently in her head. ‘Jakob, I reckon we’ve got about thirty horses here. Plus the ones in the stables. It’s not the fifty Emil said were here, but it’s close.’

         He shook his head. ‘Whatever the total is, we can’t lead that many. It’s not physically possible.’ He gazed around. ‘How do we decide who to take and who to leave?’

         Kizzy didn’t answer. Her mind was whirring, a plan slowly formulating. She wasn’t quite ready to share it with Jakob yet, not sure if she was being realistic, but she was determined not to leave one horse behind.

         They walked in silence for a bit, patting the odd horse they passed, both lost in their thoughts. Kizzy was quietly planning. At the end of the second field, she halted.

         ‘Listen!’

         Jakob stopped.

         The sound of tumbling water echoed through the trees.

         ‘A river?’

         ‘Hopefully. And can you smell that?’ She took a deep breath. The unmistakable aroma of wild garlic lingered on the air. ‘We better keep our voices down.’ Kizzy felt tense. ‘You never know.’

         He nodded, then took a deep breath. He grinned at her. ‘I smell garlic!’ he whispered.

         Kizzy started walking towards the sound of water. Jakob followed behind.

         ‘Can you eat wild garlic?’ he asked.

         ‘Of course! You can eat the leaves, flowers and bulbs. Though Pa always taught me never to pull up the bulbs as that means they won’t grow again the next year.’ Kizzy could hear her father’s voice lecturing her, even after all this time.

         ‘Your pa knew a lot, didn’t he? I wish I’d met him.’

         She smiled. ‘I wish you had too. He’d have liked you.’

         ‘Even as a Jew?’

         ‘Even as a Jew,’ she assured him.

         The two friends climbed through the fence into the wood. Twigs and leaves crunched under their feet. Birds chirruped a welcome. They constantly scanned the woodland for any sign of a threat. Kizzy let out a deep sigh. If they weren’t in such trouble, she could’ve felt quite happy.

         Something caught her eye. There, at the base of the tree, a cluster of mushrooms that look like oysters clung to the tree. She pulled her knife out from the sheath and sliced a few.

         ‘How do you know they’re not poisonous?’

         Kizzy gave Jakob a withering look. ‘Could I borrow your hankie, please? It’s bigger than mine.’

         Jakob handed it to her. She shook it open and wrapped the mushrooms in it. ‘Thank you.’

         In the distance, Kizzy spotted where the wild garlic grew near the bank of the river. She ran ahead. They both picked a few of the bright green leaves and some of the delicate white flowers. They placed those in the hankie too.

         ‘What next?’ asked Jakob.

         ‘Fish!’

         ‘Seriously? We haven’t got a rod?’

         ‘Have you forgotten what I taught you before?’ She looked at him, surprised.

         ‘You’re going to tickle them, aren’t you?’

         She grinned.

         Standing at the edge of the river, looking over the side of the bank, she could see the crystal-clear water that must have come straight down from the mountain. Not too deep, but not too shallow either. Kizzy spotted the occasional fish swim past. Bending down, she took off her boots and socks, rolling up her trousers.

         Before she got in, she told Jakob, ‘Please don’t come near the bank. Remember, your shadow will frighten the fish. Please keep an eye out for trouble for me, because I will need to concentrate.’

         Jakob stepped back, positioning himself to keep watch.

         Kizzy looked around for a good rock to do the necessary with when she’d got the fish out of the water. It needed to be big enough to do it quickly, so the fish didn’t suffer. Finding just the right one, she placed it carefully on the bank.

         Glancing at Jakob, she said, ‘Wish me luck!’

         He grinned and winked at her.

         Slowly, she slid into the water. Icy waves lapped at her legs, taking her breath away. She stood perfectly still until she could breathe normally again.

         Kizzy watched the water until she saw the fish she was going to tickle. She leant forward, her hands close to the riverbed, fingers facing upwards, pretending to be the fronds of weeds. Slowly she moved them forwards until they were under the tail of the fish.

         Careful now, she thought. Don’t rush it. Using the tips of her fingers, first she rubbed the belly of the fish. The water was so cold she’d lost all feeling in her feet and hands. She realised she’d stuck the tip of her tongue out in concentration. Going slowly, she moved one hand up the fish, tickling it from the tail to the head. The other hand stayed near the tail. This trick always fascinated her: how these small movements mesmerised the fish.

         When her right hand was near the head, she gently gripped the fish, pulling it out of the water and onto the bank. It was a good size, lying there, the sun glinting off its scales and its speckled body. Kizzy ended its life with a short, sharp strike with the rock.

         She looked up at Jakob happily. ‘There’s my dinner. Now to get yours!’

         Tickling fish was another skill Pa had taught her and her brother Bo. Ma had said Kizzy didn’t need to know because she was a girl. Kizzy remembered there’d been an argument about it. Pa had said that was rubbish. His girl was going to be able to look after herself. Remembering, she felt grateful. Little did he know that his determination to treat his children the same would save her life.

         Kizzy got another three fish before the cold got so bad her teeth were chattering.

         Jakob came back to the riverbank. ‘Kizzy, get out. We can’t afford for you to get ill. Stop being so stubborn.’

         For once, she listened. Jakob offered her his hand and pulled her out onto the bank. He took off his jumper and wrapped it around her.

         ‘Come on, let’s fill the canteens then head back.’ He filled the water bottles then gathered up the fish, while she put her boots back on.

         Neither said anything on the way back.
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        Chapter 12
      

         

         Kizzy and Jakob went straight to the tack room so Kizzy could get some dry clothes. It smelt wonderful in there, of saddle soap and leather.

         ‘You look blue with cold, Kiz!’

         ‘I’ll be all right in a bit.’ She looked at their catch. ‘We’re going to have to cook this fish. Do you think we dare light a fire?’

         He looked out into the yard. ‘Not in the main house, from what you’ve said. Who knows when those chimneys were last swept. Also, it is so tall, they might see the smoke. There is a fireplace in here. However, it doesn’t look like it’s been used for years. Maybe a small one in the yard here? I noticed some ashes around the back so someone must have had fires at some time. Maybe it was the gardener.’ He grinned at Kizzy. ‘We must make sure it doesn’t create too much smoke, though. The last thing we want is to attract attention.’

         Kizzy nodded, pulling out of her bag the mess kit their American friend John had given her. ‘We could use these. I assume you remembered to pack yours too!’

         Jakob grinned at her. ‘Of course!’

         ‘John would be so pleased to know how useful these are. They’ve got everything in them. I could go back to the castle to see if I can find anything else that’s useful. It’s been pretty ransacked, but you never know.’

         ‘You do that and I’ll collect wood for the fire. Remember, keep your eyes peeled and stay safe. We still don’t know where those gunshots came from.’

         Kizzy shivered, not from the cold. She changed the subject, ignoring what he’d said. ‘I’ll cook when I come back.’ She grabbed a jumper.

         In front of the castle there was a fountain with a wall around it. She placed her wet clothes on the wall to dry. Jakob waved at her as he wandered off to find firewood.

         Kizzy ran around to the back of the castle and pushed the kitchen door open. She walked through the main rooms, letting herself take it all in properly this time. This was even grander than the countess’s Schloss. It had all been neglected, but it had obviously been spectacular once, with beautiful painted ceilings, chandeliers and traces of gold on the molded cornices, ornate ceiling roses, even on the ornamental parts of the fireplace. Kizzy span around and around trying to take it all in. She’d never seen quite so much luxury. The countess’s Schloss was elegant but definitely not as opulent.

         Dust motes danced in the rays of sunshine that poured through gaps in the boards on the windows. The sound of her boots echoed through the rooms. Kizzy wondered what stories these walls could tell. In the hallway, she found the biggest staircase she’d ever seen, sweeping down from the floor above. She ran up it, clouds of dust exploding under her feet.

         ‘Atishoo!’ Kizzy wiped her nose and eyes on the handkerchief the countess insisted she carried. She smiled to herself as she traced the pink flowers embroidered on the white cotton. Poor Countess, so desperate to make Kizzy into a lady, wanting her to grow her hair and wear dresses. Carrying this small piece of cotton was the only thing she had succeeded in drilling into her. Looking around, she knew the countess would have loved this place.

         ‘If you could see me now,’ she said to no one.

         Running from room to room, she found a series of what had once been luxurious bedrooms. The beds had been stripped. Another door revealed the linen cupboard. It was mainly bare, but if Kizzy stretched right to the back, she found several old and tatty blankets. They were full of holes; the moths had obviously fed well on them. She thought they’d be better than nothing. Screwed up in another corner were a couple of pillowcases. ‘Now you might be useful for carrying things.’ She grabbed them all.

         She stopped, feeling guilty. ‘I will bring them back, I promise,’ she told the house. ‘I’m just borrowing them.’

         Running back along the corridor, she noticed an open door leading to a nursery. ‘They must’ve had children. I wonder what happened to them?’

         Tiptoeing into the room, Kizzy felt like an intruder. A small child’s chair lay on its side. A doll and a teddy bear were tucked in the corner, abandoned. It made Kizzy feel sad. She picked them up and sat them both in the little chair. ‘There you go. Does that feel better?’ She smoothed down the fur on the bear. ‘Who’s missing hugging you? Are they safe?’

         Wandering over to the window, she looked out. The glass was filthy. Pulling the sleeve of her jumper over her hand, she tried to wipe some of the grime away. The window looked out over the courtyard. Kizzy created a small hole in the dirt and peered through it.

         A sudden movement in the distance caught her eye. She jumped down and hid beneath the windowsill, her heart pounding in her chest. ‘Come on, Kizzy. Calm down. You need to look again.’

         Grabbing hold of the windowsill with both hands, she very slowly lifted her head until it was in line with the hole she’d made in the dirt. Breathing quickly, she looked out again.

         This time she fell to the floor laughing, knocking a toy train off the windowsill. ‘Jakob, don’t do that to me! I thought you were the Russians or Faber back to get me.’ She patted her chest. ‘My poor heart. Calm down now. Only Jakob collecting wood.’

         Picking the train up, she put it back where it belonged. A train and a doll. Maybe a boy and a girl? Where were they now?

         ‘I hope they’re all right. Come on, Kizzy, stop wasting time.’

         She was picking up the blankets and pillowcases again when she noticed, tucked in the corner of a bookshelf, a lantern and some candles. Kizzy blew the dust off them, making herself sneeze again, before placing them into a pillowcase.

         It was time to head back. Jakob would think she’d got lost.

         In the kitchen, she said aloud, ‘Now, what else can I find?’ Kizzy opened cupboards and drawers. There wasn’t much left. She had already seen that the copper pots had gone, but she found an old coffee pot that had seen better days and a battered saucepan that could still be useful.

         Delving into the hidden compartment in the larder again, she removed the rest of the jars and tins. ‘We might need these for the journey.’ Back in the kitchen, she found a tin opener by sweeping her arm across the back of a drawer. ‘Perfect! We can find out what’s in those tins.’ She felt even more satisfied with herself when she found some matches at the back of another drawer.

         She went back into the yard to find Jakob, constantly checking for signs of an enemy. Being on alert all the time was exhausting.
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        Chapter 13
      

         

         Jakob had started a fire and had even gutted the fish, ready to be cooked.

         ‘See, I’m not always useless.’

         Kizzy grinned, relieved to have found him. ‘No, you’re not. Look through this while I get something else to add to the meal.’ She handed to him all her new finds, keeping the jars and tins back so she could add them to the others.

         He examined the moth-eaten blankets. ‘These are going to keep us sort-of warm,’ he joked.

         Kizzy gave him a hard stare. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.’

         ‘True.’ He let them drop to the floor and continued to look through her finds.

         Kizzy nipped to the hay cart to hide away the rest of the jars and tins. She was going to grab a jar of the orange-looking fruit plus, maybe, one tin for tonight.

         When she got there, her heart started pounding and her stomach flipped. Something or someone had moved the sheet the food was wrapped up in. Kizzy turned around fast, checking the corners. Peering around, she couldn’t see anyone.

         ‘You’re being silly. You’re imagining it,’ she said, trying to calm herself. ‘You can’t possibly remember exactly how you left it.’ She knew this was a lie. She’d been very careful about how she wrapped up the sheet and knotted it. Jakob always laughed at the way she tied knots − no one else tied them the way she did. It was now tied differently. The hay was strewn, not placed on top. Kizzy couldn’t fool herself.

         When she pulled the sheet open, she saw that jars and cans were missing. There was definitely someone else living in the stables, stealing the food she’d stolen.

         She needed to tell Jakob. Grabbing a jar of orange fruit, she lifted it to the light. ‘I wonder what you are. Do you taste as gorgeous as you look, or is Jakob going to hate me for picking you?’ She hesitated before taking a tin, then carefully placed the sheet back and covered it with hay again. Kizzy didn’t want whoever it was to know she’s on to them … yet.

         ‘I’ve made us some coffee,’ Jakob said.

         The coffee tasted hot, bitter and delicious. It warmed Kizzy’s cold bones right through. ‘I found my torch in my bag as well! I won’t overuse it so the batteries don’t run down.’

         ‘Well remembered!’ Kizzy quietly kicked herself for forgetting hers. Jakob was so good at bringing sensible things. He had such a knack for thinking things through. Just the thought made her smile. He was her rock.

         ‘I’ve brought these.’ She lifted the jar and tin. ‘I don’t know what’s in them, but they’re going to be a surprise.’

         Jakob grinned at her.

         She cooked the fish with the oyster mushrooms and the leaves of the wild garlic using her mess tin, which converted neatly into a pan. When she’d opened it up, she’d found several useful things John must have put inside it for her.

         ‘Look at what John’s given me.’ She showed Jakob: a tin opener, matches. ‘How clever is he. Look, he’s even included a flint in case the matches run out.’

         John was thoughtful like Jakob.

         ‘Have you got the same in yours?’

         Jakob got his and opened it up, grinning. ‘Yes, I have. He’s such a star!’

         ‘Keep it out so you can use it as a dish for your meal.’

         Jakob nodded.

         The food smelt amazing. While she cooked, Jakob set up their beds in the hay barn so they were safely undercover and couldn’t be seen from outside, but where they could see anyone who might come into the yard.

         Kizzy smiled again. Jakob was the best den builder in the world. Sometimes, when Heinz wanted them to remember they were still children, he’d send them off to play in the woods at the back of their Schloss. Her smile broadened at the memory. At first, they’d feel really silly, but then they’d laugh so much the tears would trickle down their cheeks.

         The sound of the sizzling fish brought Kizzy back to reality. The thought of not seeing Heinz again terrified her. She gulped down a knot of panic.

         She put the fish into the mess tins. In the end, she hadn’t opened the tin as there was plenty in the pot already. Kizzy took the food over to Jakob, along with a jar of the orange fruit. Hungry, they ate in silence.

         ‘That tasted good, Kizzy. Thank you.’

         ‘Thank you for getting the fire ready and gutting the fish.’

         Kizzy breathed in; she loved the sweet smell of hay.

         ‘I think we should take it in turns tonight to sleep,’ she said. ‘In case Faber comes back. Plus…’ She leaned towards Jakob so she could whisper. ‘I’m certain there is someone else here.’

         Jakob looked at her, worried and confused.

         ‘When I went to the hay cart someone had taken some of the jars and the tins.’

         His eyebrows shot up. ‘Are you sure?’ She nodded. ‘In that case, I agree we definitely need to take turns.’

         ‘I should hope so.’ Kizzy gave her friend a gentle thump. ‘You need to remember I’m always right.’ She tried to suppress a giggle, but all she did was choke as a piece of fish went down the wrong way.

         Jakob thumped her on her back. ‘Are you all right? Drink something.’

         Kizzy continued to cough and splutter as she tried to sip her coffee.

         Jakob chuckled at her. ‘That serves you right!’

         She stuck her tongue out at him. ‘I suppose I need to thank you for helping me.’ She picked up the jar of the orange things. ‘Fancy one?’

         A movement up above her caught the corner of her eye. She glanced up and nearly dropped the fruit.

         ‘Ja-kob!’

         ‘What?’ He looked at her, bewildered.

         She pointed upward.

         There in the hayloft, seven pairs of eyes peered down at them.
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        Chapter 14
      

         

         Kizzy and Jakob were being watched by seven children. Kizzy gulped and shuffled backwards until she felt a hay bale prickling her back. She glanced at Jakob. ‘Now do you believe me?’ she whispered.

         Jakob looked between Kizzy and the children. ‘Stand up, Kizzy,’ he murmured, getting to his feet.

         She understood. If they needed to make a run for it, it would be easier if they were standing. Jakob pulled her up. They both backed away, their hands slightly raised.

         The oldest-looking girl moved and they both jumped. She also put up her hands. ‘Please don’t be afraid, we don’t want to hurt you. We just couldn’t resist the food. It smells delicious.’

         Kizzy checked what was left then asked tentatively, ‘Are you hungry? Would you like some?’

         Jakob said, ‘I’m sorry, we didn’t realise we had company.’

         She saw the children bristle at this. Kizzy was sure he’d said something wrong.

         The older girl spoke again, ‘I think you’ll find we’re the ones who’ve got company, as we live here, but yes, please, I’m sure they’d like to share your food.’

         Both Kizzy and Jakob blushed at the reprimand. Kizzy said, ‘We’d no idea. I thought it had been abandoned. When I went into the castle, it looked like no one had been in there for quite a while.’ Kizzy noticed the girl flinch. Had she said something wrong too?

         Jakob stepped in. ‘We could keep apologising or we could share the food.’ He held up the pan so they could see.

         They started to come down.

         Jakob said to Kizzy, ‘I’ve damped the fire down. I wanted as little smoke as possible, just in case the Russians are near.’

         The girl who had spoken stopped midway down the ladder. ‘Russians? Where?’ Her long black hair whipped around as she turned.

         ‘Can we explain while you eat?’ suggested Jakob.

         As all seven children came to stand in front of them, Kizzy was taken aback to realise quite how young some of them were. None had seen a bath for a very long time. There was an older boy, probably close in age to the first girl, who Kizzy realised was probably only a little younger than her. He carried one of the youngest on his back. She clung to him like a limpet. Her face was surrounded by a cloud of curly brown hair and he had the same curly hair. A third girl had darker, but similar, curly hair, which was very long. Kizzy guessed that these three were related.

         They all stared at Kizzy and Jakob, except for a young boy with wire-framed glasses who stared at the pan.

         ‘Are you hungry?’ Kizzy whispered to him. He gazed at her with huge, dark eyes and nodded. ‘Go on, help yourself.’

         As the younger children gobbled up the food, the older ones stepped back a little, letting them eat.

         The older boy glared hard at Kizzy, then Jakob, then back again at Kizzy. It made her feel uncomfortable. ‘You’re a girl, not a boy! You’ve got short hair.’

         Kizzy touched her hair. ‘Yes, I’m a girl and I like my hair short. Is that a problem?’

         ‘No!’ he snapped. ‘You should be grateful to us. We saved your lives.’

         Jakob and Kizzy had a lightbulb moment at the same time and cried out, ‘The gunshots!’

         ‘You did save our lives. Thank you!’ Kizzy added.

         Jakob said, ‘That was inspirational. Thank you! I’m not sure they’d have been convinced we were dead if they’d come any closer. Don’t you agree, Kizzy?’

         He seemed to be asking her for help with his eyes. She guessed why. The older boy didn’t seem impressed by their thanks.

         ‘Why don’t you two eat something too, there is plenty?’

         ‘When they’ve had their fill, we’ll eat what’s left,’ said the girl.

         ‘Oh, right!’ Kizzy couldn’t understand how these children could make her feel so guilty. ‘We haven’t introduced ourselves. I’m Kizzy, and this is my friend, Jakob.’

         The boy folded his arms. ‘We know, we heard you using your names.’

         Until that point, they’d all been using broken German. He now said to the girl in Czech, ‘They are so stupid!’

         Kizzy stood tall. She also folded her arms before also speaking in Czech, ‘And you are exceedingly rude for such a small person!’ She looked him up and down.

         His face went puce. Kizzy thought he might explode.

         Jakob whispered in her ear, ‘What have you just done?’

         However, the girl and the children fell about laughing.

         The boy stomped over to the ladder and leant on it, staring at them very grumpily, while chewing on a piece of straw.

         The girl stopped laughing and came over to Kizzy with her hand held out in greeting. Kizzy shook it. It was small and cool and she had a good grip. ‘My name’s Anna.’

         ‘Hello, Anna,’ said Kizzy and Jakob.

         ‘The grumpy one is Strom. He’ll hate me for saying it. He might be argumentative, but he’s got a big heart. The girl he was carrying is his baby sister, Zuzu. The other one with the curly hair, in case you hadn’t guessed, is also his sister, Helenka.’

         Helenka had bright blue eyes like her brother. Kizzy and Jakob nodded to the two sisters. Kizzy noticed Helenka looked very protective of her little sister, as Strom had been. Zuzu on the other hand was smiling brightly at them.

         Next Anna introduced them to the boy with the glasses. He was called Damek.

         She turned slightly. ‘And finally, this is Matylda with her brother Zivan.’ A young boy tucked himself in under the crook of the girl’s arm. ‘I found them in the ruins of a building, just so you know…’ Anna dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Zivan hasn’t spoken since.’ She didn’t fill in the details. Kizzy didn’t need her to.

         Anna said proudly to Kizzy and Jakob, ‘We call ourselves Gerfunden Kinder. And now I’ve told you about us, can you tell me why you are so afraid of the Russians you keep talking about? I didn’t think they were something to be afraid of. You talk as if they could be here any moment.’ Anna fiddled with a thread that hung loosely from her faded, moth-eaten jumper.

         Jakob looked at Kizzy. She knew what he was thinking. How much do they say?

         ‘First of all,’ Jakob began, ‘hello everyone and thank you for saving our lives. I think we better explain what we’re doing here and that will explain a bit about our concerns regarding the Russians too.’

         Kizzy and Jakob spent the next ten minutes saying who they were and how they were tricked by Faber to come and rescue the horses.

         ‘So you were going to steal our horses too!’ Strom stamped his foot.

         Kizzy sighed, ‘We were told that they had been abandoned and needed saving. We’d never take them if we knew people still lived here who could protect them.’

         ‘What do you mean protect them?’ said Anna, pulling at the hay and looking worried.

         Kizzy looked at Jakob. ‘Can you explain, please?’
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        Chapter 15
      

         

         Jakob sat on the hay bale. ‘We understand that the Russians are heading this way, which is not an issue as such. We know they’re Allies. It’s just what they might do to the horses, which is why we came – so we can get them away before they arrive. We don’t know when…’ Jakob hesitated. ‘Look, here’s a bit of our history: we, that’s Kizzy, me and our guardian, Heinz, brought horses across the mountains to safety in a Schloss at Sankt Martin in Austria where the rest of the rest of the Spanish Riding School were. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it. It’s where we have the dancing Lipizzaner horses.’

         The children all looked a bit vague except Anna. ‘I’ve heard of them. My parents would talk about it. I think I might even have been there when I was very little. They are stunning. Aren’t they all white?’

         Jakob nodded, ‘They are and so beautiful. Soon after we got there, the American army arrived. The director had asked them for help because the Nazis had taken many Lipizzaner mares up to Hostau, here in Sudetenland, to a stud where they were trying to create a “super” horse. As we speak, the Americans are on a mission to rescue the horses from there before the Russians arrive. Everyone was concerned that if the Russians get to them first they will kill them. We’ve all heard such terrible stories about what they do to the horses… Hopefully the Americans will be back in Austria with the horses soon.’

         Kizzy interrupted, ‘Our friend John is with them. He’s a cowboy in America and they’re going to be driving all the horses back “cowboy-style”.’ Kizzy sounded wistful.

         Jakob half laughed. ‘That’s true. But it is not just that, as the war hopefully comes towards an end, fingers crossed, the Nazis are becoming frightened and are arguing between themselves. It’s not safe.’ He frowned. ‘You must feel that too?’

         Strom snapped, ‘Of course not. Everything is fine here and we are quite safe.’

         Anna turned on him. ‘Strom, that’s not true. You can’t say it’s safe. We need to think.’

         To change the subject, Kizzy picked up the jar of orange fruit and showed the children. ‘I found these in the castle. Though I think you know that, because you’ve had some already.’ She smiled.

         Strom stood up. ‘Who says?’ His face was hard and bitter.

         ‘The sticky orange residue on Zuzu’s chin.’ Kizzy raised her eyebrow at him.

         ‘They weren’t your peaches. You stole them first.’

         Kizzy was aware of Jakob’s tension, listening to this. He was probably weighing up if he needed to come to her defence or not. She looked Strom straight in the eye again. ‘Peaches? Is that what they are? Who knew! That is true, I did. If I find the people who own this place, I’ll ask them if they don’t mind.’ That might shut him up, she thought.

         ‘You better ask Anna then, her parents own … owned it…’ He hesitated. ‘Before they were murdered.’

         Kizzy thought of the gunshots on the wall.

         Anna pulled Strom down to eat. ‘Will you stop being so angry, Strom? Finish the fish off, then have a peach. You didn’t find the food, Kizzy did. I didn’t know they were there. Good on Kizzy. These people are feeding us. Whatever you think, they’re trying to help us. These people have been abandoned, a very long way from home. Stop being rude! Be kind.’

         Zuzu piped up, ‘So you’re Gerfunden Kinder too!

         Anna smiled. ‘Zuzu’s right, you are. Strom is also right. My parents do … did…’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Maybe I … who knows who owns it.’ She looked out towards the castle, tears in her eyes. ‘You’re right, I haven’t been inside for a long time. We live in the hayloft. Too many memories.’ She glanced up at the spires, her face pale and drawn. ‘I just can’t…’

         Kizzy felt mortified. She grabbed Jakob’s hand; he held hers tight. Hearing Anna’s story made her relive her parents’ murder by the Nazis, when she’d hidden in a tree and had to listen to them being shot. And now she’d taken the family’s food. ‘I’m so sorry, Anna, I didn’t mean to steal from you. Please forgive me.’

         ‘You didn’t know and I didn’t know there was any food there.’ Anna took hold of Kizzy’s other hand and briefly stroked it. ‘I feel we’re going to be great friends.’ She met Kizzy’s gaze, her eyes glassy with tears. ‘Shall we have some peaches?’

         Kizzy nodded, handing the jar to Damek. The small boy pushed his glasses up his nose before taking them. ‘Thank you.’

         Kizzy winked at him.

         Jakob watched as the young boy struggled to open the jar. ‘Can I help you?’

         Damek grinned at him and handed it back. ‘Yes, please.’

         Jakob twisted the lid off before handing back, smiling. He looked around. ‘I’m really confused. Are there no adults here? Faber told us his cousin worked here.’

         ‘I heard him say that. It was a bit of a surprise,’ said Strom. ‘Anna, didn’t you say he used to deliver ice?’

         ‘That’s right. We’re the only ones living here. I’m not sure how long we’ve been on our own. Shall we taste the peaches? Our gardener grew them in the glasshouse at the back. They were very rare. Cook used to preserve them for Mama. Why don’t you try them?’

         Kizzy and Jakob used their forks to pull out slices of peach dripping with juice. They looked at each other. ‘Here we go!’

         Kizzy bit into the fruit. It’s soft, sweet and luscious. She closed her eyes for a moment. ‘I’ve tasted nothing like this. It tastes like sunshine.’

         Jakob grinned. ‘They’re amazing. I think I remember tasting them when I was very small in Vienna with Mama and Papa. When they went out for coffee, they’d take me for patisseries.’ He looked away for a moment. Kizzy noticed his eyes glistening. ‘I haven’t thought about that for a long time.’

         Strom tutted. ‘Vienna? You’re a long way from home.’

         Anna sighed. ‘Strom!’ She leaned closer to Jakob. ‘Peaches were my mama’s favourites too. That’s why my papa asked the gardener to grow them.’

         Zuzu crawled from her sister to Kizzy and curled in her lap. ‘My brother’s stupid. I like you.’

         Kizzy realised why the young girl had been on Strom’s back all the time. Her left leg hung limp and withered. The ankle and foot were twisted and deformed. She clung onto Kizzy, smiling.

         ‘Hello, you!’ said Kizzy.

         Zuzu giggled.

         Strom stepped forward to get her. ‘Zuzu, what are you doing?’

         ‘If you don’t mind, I’m quite happy for her to lie here.’ Kizzy could see how conflicted Strom felt. ‘I understand if you’d rather she didn’t.’

         The boy glanced at her. ‘No, she looks happy.’

         Jakob stood up. ‘Strom, would you help me? I’d like to check around, just to make sure there are no signs of anyone watching us.’

         Kizzy knew what Jakob was doing. He had the same approach with the horses: getting them to work with him.

         Jakob continued, ‘You could show me the best places to get a good viewpoint. Which trees to climb to see.’

         Kizzy saw Strom almost grow two inches at this request. ‘That’s a good idea. I can show you. Let’s go.’

         Jakob bent down to tie his shoelaces. He muttered under his breath, ‘I’ll try to get him on our side. You work on Anna.’

         The two boys disappeared into the darkness.
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        Chapter 16
      

         

         Kizzy watched the boys walk together into the courtyard, hoping that she’d understood Jakob’s message.

         The others were busy working their way through the peaches and what food was left.

         ‘By the look of some of those sticky faces, they are going to need a good wash before bed!’ Kizzy laughed. Zuzu felt very heavy in her lap. She looked down to see the tiny girl had fallen fast asleep. ‘She’s sleeping!’

         Anna glanced at Zuzu and nodded. ‘She does that. Zuzu has the knack of sleeping anywhere. She gets very tired.’

         Kizzy tilted her head slightly, about to ask a question, but Anna answered it before she spoke.

         ‘Polio.’ Anna stroked the little girl’s froth of curls. ‘She was infected as a toddler. From what Strom says, she was very poorly, and it was touch and go whether she’d survive. She’s such a fighter though. Zu wasn’t going to let a small thing like polio stop her.’ Anna winked at Kizzy, but then her face became serious. ‘There are times when she’s in a lot of pain and she feels the cold too. We have to keep her warm or it hurts more. Their parents were killed a year ago. Strom’s been on the run with them ever since. As you know, for some people, anyone who’s not perfect is not welcome.’

         Kizzy replied, ‘Sadly, I know that all too well. Strom is very brave, keeping them all safe.’

         ‘He is, but he doesn’t like people saying things like that. Strom came and found us. He thought it would be safer to be with a group rather being alone with his sisters. Seems ages ago.’

         ‘During war, a week can be a lifetime.’ Both girls stared at each other, both reliving their own horrors. Kizzy knew they understood each other, sadly.

         She shook her head. She couldn’t believe what these children had been through, though she had no reason to be surprised. Kizzy knew she’d been lucky to find her new family with Heinz and Jakob.

         ‘What’s going to happen now?’ Anna asked.

         ‘I don’t know. If I’m honest, there is a part of me that’s terrified I won’t get back home. Perhaps we could borrow a couple of horses and ride them? We’ve done that before.’ Kizzy hesitated. She looked down at Zuzu’s sleeping face.

         ‘Yes, that’s a possibility.’ Anna tilted her head to one side.

         Kizzy took a deep breath. She knew she had to say the next bit in the right way or it could all go horribly wrong.

         ‘I’m not sure that I could ride off, knowing I’d left you here with the Russians on their way. We know what they are likely to do to the horses and I’m not sure how supportive they’ll be of enemy children.’ Kizzy glanced down at Zuzu to emphasise her point.

         ‘You’re saying we’re in danger?’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘I know this is your home, and it’d be really hard to leave but…’

         Anna stared out into the dark, saying nothing.

         Kizzy pushed on. ‘If you all came, we could either ride a horse each or … Anna, we could save all the horses. You could all come home with us. I know Heinz would welcome you and I’m sure the countess who owns the Schloss we’re staying in, would as well. She’d love you.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Because I fail miserably at being the lady she wants.’

         ‘And you think I can be?’ Anna seemed affronted.

         ‘No, it’s just I’m terrible at it and you come from the right place.’ She grinned at Anna, hoping she’d not upset her again. She ploughed on, keeping her fingers crossed. ‘That way you could save everyone, these little ones and the horses. Would you think about it?’

         Anna stroked Damek’s blond, tufty hair.

         The young boy spoke. ‘I think we should do it, Anna. I want to be safe from all the fighting and soldiers.’

         Kizzy realised their quiet conversation had been heard by all the children who were still awake.

         Anna looked pale. ‘I know it’s the right decision and there is a part of me that wouldn’t be sorry to leave here. It holds so many terrible memories. I want everyone to be safe.’ She made a sweeping movement with her arm, trying to encompass all the children. ‘But will Strom agree?’

         ‘Will I agree with what? I heard my name.’ The two older boys came back in. They appeared to have bonded and be getting on better.

         Kizzy asked first, ‘All safe out there?’

         Jakob nodded. ‘No sign of anything.’

         Strom looked at Jakob. ‘Shall I say it?’ They both started dancing from foot to foot, fidgeting like over-excited toddlers.

         ‘Yes, I think it would be better if Anna heard it from you.’ Jakob glanced briefly at Kizzy. He nodded almost imperceptibly at her.

         ‘Anna, you need to listen to us. Jakob and I’ve been talking about the situation. We think we’ve come up with a solution that will save us all.’

         Anna raised her eyebrows at Kizzy. ‘Go on, Strom, I’d like to hear it.’

         ‘Well, Jakob and I think we should all go back with them. Jakob said we should lead what horses we can. What do you think, Anna? I know it means leaving here but…’

         Anna nodded. ‘Yes! But…’

         Not listening, Strom carried on trying to convince her. ‘I know you’re going to be worried about leaving and might not want to, but it seems sensible to me. Jakob said this way Zuzu will be safe too.’

         ‘Strom, I said yes!’

         ‘Pardon?’ Strom stopped, frowning.

         Both Jakob and Kizzy cried in unison, ‘Strom, she said yes!’

         For a moment, he seemed a little deflated, until he realised what it meant. ‘That’s brilliant!’

         Jakob winked at him. ‘Told you you’d be able to convince them.’

         Zuzu stretched sleepily in Kizzy’s lap and said, ‘Strom, Kizzy and Anna had already decided to do that. They said they are taking all the horses, not just some!’

         Helenka giggled.

         ‘Zuzu!’ said Kizzy and Anna together.

         ‘What?’ Strom looked hurt.

         ‘We’d vaguely been discussing what the options were but had made no decisions. We haven’t worked out a plan, like you have,’ said Kizzy, smiling at the two boys.

         Anna agreed. ‘Oh yes, nothing solid, just a vague conversation.’

         ‘Right!’ Jakob clapped his hands. ‘Can we stop worrying about where the idea came from? We all need to talk about the finer details. But by the look of some of those sleepyheads down there, it might it be time for some of us to go sleep?’

         ‘Good idea, Jakob,’ Anna said, ‘then we can all talk about it.’

         When the boys had their backs turned, Kizzy muttered to Anna, ‘We just need to convince them to take all the horses.’

         ‘I get it! We’ll do it, don’t worry.’ Anna grinned at Kizzy.
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        Chapter 17
      

         

         ‘Come on, you lot, time to go to sleep,’ said Anna.

         The children grumbled but no one objected.

         Strom carefully slipped his arms around Zuzu and lifted her out of Kizzy’s lap. ‘Thank you.’ There was no genuine warmth to his words. She knew she still had to win him over.

         As the children clambered back into the loft, Damek looked down, smiling. ‘Kizzy, Jakob?’ They both looked up at him. ‘Thank you for sharing your food with us.’

         Kizzy smiled back. ‘Always Damek, always.’

         Once all the children settled and asleep, Kizzy, Jakob, Anna and Strom sat down facing each other.

         Kizzy checked with Anna for permission to speak. The other girl nodded. ‘Anna and I have also discussed all the children coming with us. I’m sure everyone would make them welcome at the Schloss.’

         The boys grinned.

         ‘However, we think we should bring all the horses.’

         Anna nodded vigorously.

         ‘What?’ Strom snapped.

         ‘Are you mad?’ Jakob answered. Kizzy could see he was furious with her.

         She spoke quietly but firmly. ‘Please hear me out, before you dismiss the idea. I think we could make it work. Jakob, we were both taught by John how to drive lots of horses, cowboy-style. With all the children, and with the cart carrying everything we need, I think we could do it. Why not?’

         Anna spoke up, choosing her words carefully. ‘Building on your plan, using Kizzy’s idea, we get to save all the children and ALL the horses. The horses were my papa’s legacy. He was passionate about them. This way, I keep his memory alive!’

         Kizzy watched the boys. How could they argue against Anna now? She could see they were conflicted.

         ‘It’s madness. We can’t do it.’ Jakob ran his hand through his hair.

         Strom spoke only to Anna. ‘Why should we trust these people?’

         Kizzy closed her eyes, waves of exhaustion sweeping over her. She remembered she’d been up since the early hours of the morning. She sighed deeply. ‘There is no reason to trust me.’ She pointed to Jakob. ‘In the same way, we’ve no reason to trust you.’ Letting out another exasperated sigh, she said, ‘And, yes, it’s madness, but we can do it. Jakob, think about it, think about what John said. We drive the horses, not lead them. Everyone is safe and we get to go home, too. To Heinz.’ Kizzy knew she sounded dramatic. It could easily backfire on her.

         Jakob stopped picking at his jumper. She could read in his face that he was coming round to her idea.

         ‘Everyone who can’t ride goes in the cart I spotted. In one stable there’s a Kladruber mare called Xandra, isn’t there, Anna?’

         Anna nodded. ‘Xandra is a lovely mare. She used to pull all the carriages. She could certainly pull a cart.’

         Strom still appeared unsure. ‘So our idea, but with some added bits.’

         Kizzy nodded.

         He thought a little more. ‘I’ve driven carts before,’ he muttered.

         Jakob spoke up next, ‘That still means only two of us driving what – nearly forty horses? You need to be realistic, Kiz.’

         Kizzy started to answer, but Anna interrupted her. ‘It won’t just be you. I can ride and I’ve driven the horses when we moved them from field to field.’

         A shuffling came from above. Straw showered down on them. Damek peered over the edge of the loft. Kizzy watched Jakob look away. She knew any loft held too many memories for him of escaping Nazi soldiers. She must never forget how much darkness they were all carrying.

         ‘Damek!’ said Anna. ‘You’re supposed to be asleep.’

         ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t mean to listen in but I couldn’t help it. I can ride and I’ve driven cattle before, when I helped Papa on the farm.’

         ‘Oh Damek, you are brilliant. What a star, thank you.’ Kizzy grinned at him. ‘Now, you better try to go to sleep. We’ll need you to be fit for riding.’ She winked at him.

         Turning back to Jakob and Strom, she said, ‘See, that’s four of us that can drive the horses.’ She was starting to feel cross too. ‘What would Heinz say? And more importantly, what did you say to General Patton?’

         Jakob blushed bright red. ‘That’s different, and will you stop using it against me. I wish I’d never said it.’

         ‘Why?’

         Jakob couldn’t answer her. He walked off.

         Strom looked concerned. ‘Should I follow him?’

         Kizzy shook her head.

         Anna asked her quietly, ‘Will he be all right? Why’s he so upset about what he said to the general?’

         Kizzy plucked fluff from one of the blankets. ‘He’s gone off because he’s about to say yes, but he needs to get it straight in his head first. It’s Jakob’s way. As for General Patton, he’s a very important general in the US army and Jakob convinced him to save those Lipizzaner horses from Hostau. He told the general that: “Everyone deserves to be free and feel safe, even horses,” or something like that.’

         Strom sat down. ‘Anna, I need to ask you a question and you need to answer honestly. Are you sure you are happy to leave here? It was your family home.’

         The girl suddenly looked young, her eyes glistening. ‘You just said it, Strom. It was my family home. You know I’ve not been inside since…’

         Unsaid words hung in the air.

         ‘My family are buried over there. They are no longer here. They are deep in my heart and my memories. Home is where you feel safe. I don’t feel safe here anymore.’ She glanced across at Kizzy. ‘You understand, don’t you? This way I can take my papa’s horses with me, and stay with all of you. My family is with all these children wherever they are. Don’t you agree, Strom?’

         Strom got up and Kizzy noticed, as he disappeared, he seemed to wipe his eyes. Not always so tough, she thought.

         Kizzy turned back to Anna, lifting both arms in an exaggerated shrug. ‘Really! It seems if you’re male you have to go away to make decisions.’ Leaning forward, she whispered, ‘I bet if they’d both come up with the idea of driving the horses, they’d be quite happy with it.’

         Anna grinned at her and nodded. ‘They certainly would.’
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        Chapter 18
      

         

         Kizzy hesitated. She wanted to ask Anna something but didn’t know how. She decided the only way was simply to say it. ‘Anna, can I ask what happened to your parents? If it is too difficult to talk about, I understand.’

         Anna closed her eyes. ‘I shouldn’t be here. My papa saved my life.’

         Kizzy gulped. This sounded all too familiar.

         ‘He saw the Nazis coming in the distance, and he hid me. In the hayloft is a panel and he used to hide people in need behind it. Papa always helped anyone being treated unfairly. Jews trying to escape, prisoners of war, anyone who needed help. Nobody knew about the panel.’ She took a deep breath. ‘By chance, nobody was hiding in there when the Nazis came. He told me to go up there and hide until they’d gone, regardless of what I saw or heard. I think he must have had a premonition about what was going to happen.’ Once again, Anna’s eyes became glassy with tears. ‘There are small holes in the wall which meant I could see everything. We were watching from there when we shot at those men who tried to kill you.’

         ‘Are the bullet holes in the walls of the castle…’ Kizzy didn’t get to finish her sentence.

         Anna nodded. ‘They dragged everyone into the courtyard. First, they beat Papa. They wanted information from him. My mama kept crying, so they slapped her, telling her to “shut up!” He wouldn’t give them the information. I’ll never forget his scream when they shot Mama. They shot him next.’ Anna picked at her fingers.

         ‘What about your brother?’

         Every ounce of colour drained from Anna’s face. ‘How did you know about him?’

         Kizzy felt embarrassed. She stuttered a little. ‘I saw… When I went in the castle, I saw the nursery and your dolls, but there were toy trains and things. It made me think you had a brother. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have presumed.’

         The tears now spilt down Anna’s cheeks. ‘I’ve never told anyone what happened. Strom’s never got as far as the nursery … or if he has he’s never said anything to me.’

         She wiped her face with the sleeve of her jumper. ‘Tomáš was my younger brother. Much younger than Zuzu. He was supposed to hide with me and be quiet. He wouldn’t. I held on to him, but he bit me.’ She showed Kizzy the scar on her arm. ‘A constant reminder. He bit so hard he broke the skin. I released my hold just slightly, but it was enough for him to escape. He slid down the ladder and raced out into the yard, screaming, “Mama.”

         ‘I started to go after him. I didn’t know what to do. Papa had told me whatever happened, I had to stay in the barn.’ She gulped back a sob and bit her lip. ‘I heard a shot ring out and my mama scream. As I pulled the panel back into place, I could hear the soldiers come into the barn. I held my breath. I didn’t dare move. They searched the barn, but couldn’t find me. They shouted there was nothing there. When I looked out through the small hole, my brother’s body lay on the floor in a pool of blood. I saw Papa look up at the barn and then away.’

         Kizzy gulped.

         Anna breathed, ‘I couldn’t look anymore. I heard further shots. When I peered out again, both Mama’s and Papa’s bodies were crumpled on the floor. I stayed as quiet as a mouse, even though I couldn’t stop crying. I hadn’t done what my papa had asked. I didn’t keep Tomáš safe. I didn’t do what a sister should.’

         Kizzy pulled Anna into a hug. ‘You did everything you could. You mustn’t blame yourself. Tomáš would have found a way to get to your parents, whatever you did.’

         Anna hiccupped a sob. ‘I thought that was it, that it was all over, but no, they marched all the servants away. Their lorries stayed, so I didn’t risk moving.’ She looked at Kizzy, her face pale and drawn. ‘They eventually came back, laughing and shouting. I waited for quite a while before going out.’ Anna rubbed her head and eyes. ‘I went to look for the others. When I found them, they’d been killed too. I’d heard the rat-tat-tat of a machine gun when I was still in the barn. Those poor people. I spent ages trying to dig a shallow grave for my parents and my brother. They were so heavy dragging them over there. I used a wheelbarrow to help me carry them. It wasn’t the most respectful way to do it, but I did my best. It was really hard.’ She took a big gulping breath. ‘I found the servants all crumpled and twisted in a mass grave. Again, I tried to cover them as much as I could, but I couldn’t do it properly.’ She looked down. ‘I never go to that area ever.’

         Anna jumped up and ran out of the barn to the corner of the yard, where she started retching.

         Kizzy followed her, gently pulling back her hair while she vomited, saying nothing. When Anna had finished, Kizzy handed her some water. ‘Here, drink this.’

         She took hold of Anna’s hand, as they walked back to the barn. ‘Anna, those images will never leave you totally. They’ll fade a little. I saw them kill my parents and my brother too. Like you, my pa made me hide. I was in a tree.’ She explained what had happened to her. ‘Jakob hid, like you, in the loft of a barn when the Nazis came to where he used to live.’

         ‘Don’t tell the others, not about Tomáš, please.’ Anna stared at Kizzy, her eyes pleading.

         Kizzy reassured her. ‘It’s not my story to tell. It’s between us.’

         A little while later, both boys returned with the map. They both stopped when they saw the girls. ‘What’s happened here?’

         The two girls half-laughed. ‘Shared memories,’ said Kizzy, wiping the tears and snot off her face. Strom and Jakob hesitated and then returned to their map.

         Jakob said, ‘Anyway, Strom and I’ve been working out the best route back. This is going to be hazardous. We mustn’t stumble on any soldiers, whichever side they’re on. We may think this is going to be fun driving horses, but we are in danger.’

         Kizzy smiled on the inside. ‘That’s wonderful. Thank you both. Show us what you and Strom have been planning.’ She and Anna moved things, so the map would lie flat.

         They spent the next few minutes explaining their route. Kizzy thought it seemed a good one. It avoided the main roads, but there were some difficult sections on the mountain paths.

         Jakob looked at Kizzy. ‘It doesn’t follow the route we came on this morning, because Strom says it is a bit of resistance stronghold and we could get into some trouble going through there, particularly if we come across Faber and his cousin when they think we’re dead.’

         ‘Good point!’

         Anna peered closely at the route. ‘Why don’t we use this path instead of that one. It’s used a little more and doesn’t go so high, but I think it might be better for the cart. To be honest, I think you’ll struggle to get the cart up the high path, from what I remember.’

         ‘You’ve been on it?’ Strom asked, obviously surprised.

         ‘Yes, I’d ride a lot around here before, when the stud was running. I’d escape from everyone.’

         ‘That seems like an excellent idea. Thank you, Anna,’ said Jakob, peering closely where she’d pointed.

         Strom said, ‘Anna, Jakob and I assumed that the horses in the stables were most likely to be broken in and rideable. Is that right?’

         She grinned. ‘Well worked out. I’ve tried to look after them the best I could.’

         ‘You did a good job too.’

         Kizzy looked out into the darkness, fear sweeping over her. ‘I don’t think we should hang around, just in case Faber comes back or fighting is closer than we think. We just don’t know. What do you think about leaving tomorrow?’

         The other three children agreed. Kizzy knew they were all looking at their own nightmares as they stared into the darkness.

         Anna changed the subject. ‘Tell us more about the Spanish Riding School, Jakob? As I said, I’ve heard a bit about it. When I was very small, I am sure we went to watch it, like I told you.’

         His face lit up. He happily told them all about the School until they felt sleepy.

         Zuzu began to whimper. Strom went to check on her.

         ‘Think it’s probably time we all got some sleep, if we’re going to get going early?’ Kizzy yawned, tiredness overwhelming her.

         ‘I think that’s the best idea you’ve had for a while,’ said Jakob.

         She gave Jakob a very hard stare.

         Strom and Anna climbed up the ladders.

         Kizzy pulled the blanket around herself and glanced across to Jakob, who’d done the same.

         ‘Jakob,’ she whispered, ‘do you think I am crazy suggesting this? Do you trust me?’

         Jakob looked up at her, his eyes full of fear. ‘It’s not that I don’t trust your plan. I’m not sure I can do this. What if I let you down?’

         ‘Oh Jakob, you won’t.’ She touched his arm. ‘When has fear ever stopped us from doing anything? We’ve got to try.’

         He nodded tentatively.

         ‘Come on, I’m going to say it again. Let’s do what we do best: let’s rescue horses!’

         ‘And children.’ He grinned at her.

         Kizzy smiled back. ‘Now sleep!’
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        Chapter 19
      

         

         As the sun came up, Kizzy woke. Her night had been full of dreams of horses, men with guns, and the Nazis. She could look up through the open barn at the sky. The last sprinkling of stars was melting away. Birdsong filled the air. She lay there wondering what the day would bring. She was relieved to see the sun. It needed to be good weather. In her head, she started to plan ahead, conscious she must talk to Jakob about the papers.

         Carefully, she pushed the blanket back and slipped out of the barn. She ran to the river, where the water sparkled as it tumbled along. Splashing her face, she gasped for breath as the icy water hit her skin, bringing her to life. She filled a bucket and the pot with water before heading back.

         Strolling across the fields, she whispered to the horses as she walked past them, ‘You’re going on a trip soon; I hope you enjoy it and behave yourselves. Be kind to us, this is the first time we’ve done this.’ Tails swished, heads bobbed, and an occasional snort replied.

         A curious bay yearling started walking beside her and then pulled at her jumper. Kizzy stopped, carefully putting the bucket and pot out of reach before turning to talk to the horse. She reached slowly out with her hand. ‘Hello. You’re friendly.’

         The bay snuffled at her hand with his muzzle, his lips soft, though she could feel the prickles of his whiskers. Gently, she moved her hand up towards his neck.

         He jolted his head away.

         ‘Whoa, lad, it’s OK. I won’t hurt you, I promise,’ she said in a low, quiet voice.

         He lowered his head and moved back towards her.

         ‘See, I’m quite safe and I’m going to make sure you are as well.’ Kizzy looked closely at him. ‘You remind me of the horses we used to pull the caravan. My ma’s favourite looked like you. He was called Sloboda. It means freedom.’

         The memory stirred up so many thoughts. Kizzy stroked the yearling.

         ‘I miss them so much. I wish they were here. I wish Heinz was here too. They’d tell me what to do. They’d tell me if my idea’s crazy.’

         The horse appeared to be listening intently, his ears flicking to and fro.

         ‘What if you all don’t behave? What if I’ve got this all wrong?’

         The yearling nuzzled softly at Kizzy’s hand.

         ‘Do you think asking him that is going to make it easier?’ Jakob’s voice made her jump. She hadn’t heard him coming up behind her.

         The yearling shot away, trotting into the distance.

         Kizzy felt caught out, not sure how much her friend had heard.

         He grinned at her. ‘Couldn’t you sleep? You know it is all right to miss your parents and Heinz? I miss mine and Heinz too.’

         Kizzy shook her head. She lifted the bucket and pot for him to see. ‘I thought I’d get a head start.’

         Jakob took the bucket.

         She couldn’t stop herself saying, ‘Do you think I am totally mad trying to do this? What would Heinz do?’ Her mind had been drowning in doubts as she’d walked back.

         Jakob stopped, waiting till she was looking him in the eyes. ‘Absolutely mad.’ He smiled. ‘But this is exactly what Heinz would do too.’

         She grinned back. ‘In that case, we better get going. I’ve been planning.’

         The rest of the way, Kizzy explained to Jakob what she thought they should do. He kept silent but nodded to show he agreed, occasionally adding an idea of his own. Kizzy decided now was the time to explain about the papers. ‘Jakob, there’s something I need to tell you…’

         A familiar rumbling noise interrupted her.

         Panicked, she started. ‘Trucks!’

         They both scanned round, trying to work out where the noise was coming from.

         Jakob spotted them. ‘Look over there. I think it might be a road. Let’s see if we can see who it is.’

         Placing the bucket and pot down, they kept close to the fence until they got to the hedge.

         ‘Keep low,’ said Jakob. They edged along as fast as they could.

         Kizzy pushed away twigs and brambles as they clambered to the bushes that edged the road. They both warned the other, putting their finger to their lips. Spotting a slight gap in the hedge where they could peer through, Kizzy pulled him towards it. They both knelt right down and watched.

         Enormous trucks rumbled by. Some had soldiers in the back. All were armed and dressed for battle.

         Kizzy whispered, ‘They’re Nazis. They look reading for fighting.’

         Jakob nodded. ‘We need to get going as soon as we can. If they’re on the move like this, I don’t think soldiers of both sides can be far away.’

         He went to stand up, but Kizzy grabbed his arm and stopped him just in time.

         Behind the last truck, escorting them all, was an armoured car with a machine gun on its back. A lookout sat behind the gun.

         Jakob looked shocked. ‘That was close. So careless of me.’ He sat on the floor, running his hand through his hair.

         Kizzy put her hands out flat. Jakob copied her and they both watched their hands shaking. Any thoughts of the papers had left Kizzy’s mind.

         ‘We’re all right. We must calm down. We need to get back to the children and get a move on.’

         Jakob nodded.
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        Chapter 20
      

         

         Not taking any risks, Kizzy and Jakob kept low as they retrieved their bucket and pot of water, before heading back. Kizzy was shaken and she could tell Jakob was too. When they got into the yard, they started a small fire, and put the water on to boil, before heading off to look at the hay cart.

         ‘What do you think?’ asked Jakob, walking around it, trailing his hand along the side.

         ‘It felt huge when I saw it yesterday, but now, when I think what it has to carry, I’m not so sure.’

         Both children clambered up the large wheel at the side of the cart and peered in. The food covered with a sheet still sat in the middle. ‘We’ve got to get four children in there and our provisions and enough hay to cover everyone if we need to.’

         ‘What’s the problem?’ Anna stood at the door.

         ‘This cart!’ Kizzy jumped down again. ‘And did you hear the trucks? We’ve just seen at least six Nazi trucks, full of soldiers, heading along the road. We’re assuming they are going to fight the Russians.’

         Anna looked frightened. ‘So we need to go soon. What’s the problem with the cart? Is it too small?’

         Jakob said, ‘Yes. I don’t suppose you know of any other?’

         Anna’s face looked blank.

         Kizzy dug her nail into the wood on the side of the cart, feeling confused. ‘I thought you told me Xandra pulled carriages?’ she asked Anna. ‘Do you keep them somewhere else?’

         ‘Yes! Come with me.’ She beckoned them, but she had turned very pale.

         Kizzy followed. She felt confused. Anna clearly had a solution and yet she looked so unhappy about it.

         Strom strolled across from the hay barn. ‘Don’t you sleep?’

         ‘Come with us. Anna’s got something to show us,’ said Kizzy, keeping her voice down, conscious of the still-sleeping little ones.

         Strom hesitated and looked back at the barn.

         ‘We won’t be long, I promise,’ said Anna. ‘It’s not far. This way.’

         The three children followed Anna as she walked around the back of the stables, to a track Kizzy hadn’t spotted before. ‘It’s pretty overgrown,’ Anna said. ‘But go up there. You’ll find them.’

         Jakob stopped. ‘Are you not coming with us?’

         The girl stood very still, her hands balled into fists. ‘No, I’m sorry. I can’t. I can’t go there. I haven’t been in the barn since… It was in the field behind that I found…’

         Kizzy grabbed her hand. ‘You don’t have to come, Anna. You go back. It’ll be all right, I promise.’

         Anna hesitated briefly before hugging Kizzy and running off, tears shining on her cheeks.

         ‘Will she be all right? What did she find?’ asked Jakob.

         Kizzy said, ‘I will tell you later, but not now.’

         She headed down the path with Strom and Jakob, pushing back brambles and ferns. ‘Are we sure there’s a barn at the end of this?’ Jakob asked.

         Finally, they broke through to find a vast barn with two massive doors at the front.

         Kizzy felt impatient. She wanted to get in quickly so she looked around the side and found a smaller door. She tried to open it but it wouldn’t shift. She called to the others, ‘Give me a hand, will you?’

         The three of them pushed against the door, shoving as hard as they could. The wood creaked and the hinges began to move. The door scraped along the floor as it inched forward.

         As soon as the gap was wide enough, they squeezed inside. The slivers of light escaping through the gaps in the roof didn’t have much impact on the darkness that enveloped them. Cobwebs coated everything. There was a flurry of feathers and flapping wings as a family of swallows fled the barn, frightened by the noise.

         ‘I can’t see a thing. Let’s try to open the enormous doors,’ said Jakob.

         He and Strom ran off, but Kizzy didn’t follow. A bubble of nerves and excitement grew in her stomach. This was like no barn she’d ever seen before, not even at the Spanish Riding School. There were ghosts of amazing times in it. She could feel them: beautiful horses and riders.

         Inching her way through the near-darkness, helped by the shaft of light from the small door they’d opened, her hand touched the rims of some gigantic wheels. When she stroked the woodwork, it felt smooth, almost shiny.

         ‘It must be varnished,’ she muttered, brushing cobwebs from her hair.

         This could only be one thing: a carriage.

         As her eyes got used to the darkness, the forms took shape. There were several carriages in a line, some closed in, others not. They all belonged to a time long ago.

         Tucked right up in the corner, there was one with a different shape. When she touched it, the wood felt rough, unlike the others, which had all been lacquered. She walked around it slowly. The four wheels looked huge.

         ‘I don’t believe it!’ Kizzy clambered up one of the wheels.

         The silence of the barn shattered as the two huge doors scraped open. Light flooded into the barn.

         Kizzy gasped. She’d been right. The cart she stood on was another hay cart, but at least a third bigger. Just what they needed.

         ‘Kizzy?’ shouted Jakob.

         ‘Over here! This place is amazing, but look at what I’ve found at the back.’

         The two boys ran over. Their gasps echoed around the barn as they saw the various carriages.

         The boys jumped up and peered at the cart. ‘That’s much bigger,’ said Jakob. ‘Will Xandra be able to pull this?’

         Strom answered, ‘I think Anna said she’s pulled the huge carriages in the past and they’re heavier.’

         In the other corner, along the back wall, Kizzy noticed something else. It took her breath away. She grabbed Jakob’s arm.

         ‘What?’

         She pointed. She couldn’t speak.

         Jakob and Strom turned towards the darkness, to where she was pointing.

         There were pinpoints of light across the far wall. Everyone knew that only one thing made that sort of pattern. They were bullet holes fired from a machine gun. They must’ve sprayed the wall, and whoever was against the wall.

         The three of them sat in silence.

         Strom spoke in a whisper. ‘We can’t tell Anna about this. She doesn’t need to be reminded.’

         The other two agreed. ‘Let’s just get this to the yard,’ said Kizzy. She dug her nails into her palms until they hurt. Anger and sadness fought to overwhelm her. She wiped her face and shivered. ‘Come on.’

         ‘The first thing we need to do is get it out of the barn. It might not move at all.’ Jakob pushed. The wood creaked and moaned.

         Strom started to search around the edges of the barn and returned moments later with an oil can. ‘Not sure this will work but we can try.’

         The oil can screeched when Strom tried squeezing it. Eventually, a trickle came out. He moved from hub to hub.

         The boys stood at the back and Kizzy grabbed the shafts at the front. She pulled and the boys pushed. The groans of creaking wood filled the barn, but the cart barely shifted.

         The muscles in Kizzy’s arms screamed, but she kept pulling.

         The cart shuddered then suddenly lurched forward freely, sending all the children flying onto the floor.

         ‘We did it!’ Kizzy shouted.

         Strom said, getting to his feet, ‘This is only the beginning, we’ve got to get it to the front of the stables.’

         ‘Easy!’ said Kizzy. ‘We’ll get Xandra…’

         Slowly but surely, they pulled the cart towards the front of the barn, edging it along the central aisle between the carriages and out through the open doors.

         But when they got outside, they could hear crying.
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        Chapter 21
      

         

         Kizzy, Strom and Jakob ran back to the courtyard. They’d been so involved in the cart and carriages that they’d forgotten the time. Strom sprinted ahead.

         ‘Zuzu, I’m coming!’ He raced to the hay barn. The crying was coming from the loft. He launched himself up the ladder. Anna peered down.

         ‘I’m sorry, Strom, she panicked when you weren’t here. I couldn’t calm her.’

         ‘Not your fault, Anna!’ Kizzy heard him saying. ‘I’m sorry, Zuzu. I didn’t leave you. I’d never do that.’ He carried her to the top of the ladder, where she could see all of them, cradling her gently. ‘We were finding a safer way to travel.’

         Guilt stabbed at Kizzy’s heart. She’d kept him for so long. They’d been focused on the cart. She’d not thought about the others. Zuzu looked so small in his arms. Kizzy vowed not to let this happen again.

         Turning to everyone, she said, ‘Let’s get the cart around, and then we can sort breakfast before we get going, yes?’ The others nodded.

         Kizzy hesitated. ‘Anna, would you be all right bringing Xandra to the yard?’

         Anna, though still looking pale, smiled and nodded.

         Jakob and Kizzy got all the tack they needed from the tack room. As they carried it into the yard, Kizzy ran her hands over the stiff, cracked leather. It had received little attention recently.

         Out in the yard, Anna stood with Xandra. The mare’s coat was velvet black. Her mane rippled. She held her head high, ears pricked, watching what was going on.

         ‘Anna, do you want to put the tack on, as you know her?’

         Anna blushed before looking down. ‘I don’t know how to. Our grooms always did that for me.’ She patted Xandra’s neck.

         Kizzy looked across at Jakob.

         He held both his hands up. ‘I’ve only ridden Lipizzaner horses. I can put a saddle and bridle on a single horse, but the straps needed for a horse to pull a cart are very different. All those long reins.’

         Kizzy took the collar and bridle from him. She walked slowly up to Xandra, who was watching her cautiously. ‘Hello, Xandra.’

         Kizzy put her hand out, letting the huge horse sniff and snuffle at it to get used to her smell. Xandra’s ears twitched, listening to everything Kizzy said, as her nostrils flared.

         ‘I’m going to place this over your head.’ She stretched up and lifted the collar.

         Xandra, a professional carriage horse, lowered her head, making it much easier for Kizzy to slip the collar over. Kizzy gently pulled the mare’s ears through the collar before carefully sliding it down her neck, letting it rest. Having done that, Kizzy put on Xandra’s bridle, placing the bit in her mouth, and attached all the straps and reins. ‘You’re a good old lady,’ she whispered, patting the mare’s neck.

         She turned to Anna and Jakob. ‘Everybody ready?’

         The other children emerged from the hay barn, stretching and yawning. Strom was carrying Zuzu. She had wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his body.

         Kizzy smiled at them both. ‘Are you all right, Zuzu? I’m so sorry that I kept your brother for so long. I didn’t mean to frighten you.’

         The girl’s pale face peered over his shoulder. Her swollen, red eyes twisted Kizzy’s heart even further. But she grinned at Kizzy. ‘I know. He’s back.’ She squeezed her brother even harder, practically choking Strom.

         He pulled at her arms. ‘A bit too tight, Zu.’

         Anna said, ‘We’ll start getting food ready for everyone.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Strom, you take up the reins and I’ll lead Xandra.’

         They took the mare around to where the cart was waiting.

         Strom popped Zuzu up onto the seat of the cart while they worked.

         Kizzy felt a bit more relaxed when she realised she didn’t have to explain to Strom what to do. He knew as much as she did. They quickly and quietly backed the mare between the cart’s two shafts and sorted the tack out. They soon had it all organised.

         ‘Before we go, there’s something I want to grab from in there. Will you help me?’ Kizzy asked Strom. ‘Can I borrow him for a minute, Zuzu?’

         The young girl nodded. Kizzy led him into the barn. ‘Look, over there is a tarpaulin covering that carriage. Do you think it’s a good idea if we take it? We might need it for protection.’

         Strom didn’t answer. He just jumped up onto the carriage, clambering up via the wheel. He started to untie the tarpaulin. Kizzy went to the other side and untied the other ropes. ‘You’re a boy of few words.’

         He stood on the top of the carriage, rolling the heavy cloth towards her. ‘Mind out.’ The tarpaulin fell to the floor with a thump. He followed, landing just beside her. ‘I say what I need to say. This was a good idea. You pick up that end, I’ll pick up this.’

         Kizzy wondered if he’d ever stop seeming cross with her.

         The two children threw the tarpaulin into the back of the cart. Strom jumped up and sat next to Zuzu, picking up the reins. Kizzy took hold of Xandra’s bridle. She glanced back at him. ‘Ready?’

         ‘Ready.’ He nodded.

         They both clicked their tongues. Strom twitched the reins and Kizzy pulled on Xandra’s bridle. ‘You can do this,’ she whispered to the mare.

         The creaking of leather and wood and the clatter of Xandra’s hooves echoed around them. The mare strained and Kizzy could see how taut her muscles were, as the wheels slowly started to turn and the cart began to move.

         Kizzy patted her neck. ‘Good girl!’ She looked at Strom and Zuzu, who both grinned back.

         It didn’t take them long to get the cart down the path, pushing past the brambles and bushes, around into the yard by the stables.

         All the children cheered as they arrived. Kizzy knew they could all travel safely. Now to sort out everything else.
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        Chapter 22
      

         

         They gave Xandra a drink and some feed before they fed themselves. A breakfast of beans and more peaches. Anna made coffee for them. Everyone ate until they were full. Kizzy had a feeling that they all had the same underlying foreboding she did. Who knew when they’d be able to eat next or what dangers they were going to face?

         Once they’d finished, they filled the cart with everything they might need: food, hay and any personal belongings they still had.

         Kizzy took Anna to one side. ‘Is there anything from the castle that you want? Anything to remember your family?’

         Anna took a deep breath. ‘There are some things I’d like to keep. I’m going to make myself go in there. Just to see it for the last time.’

         Kizzy took Anna’s hand. ‘Are you sure? It’s been pretty ransacked.’

         Anna closed her eyes. ‘I don’t know if I can bear to see that. But I don’t want to leave with nothing.’

         ‘How about you tell me the things you want and where I might find them? I can go for you, while you say your goodbyes out here.’

         Anna hugged Kizzy. ‘Thank you!’

         Kizzy went through the house, trying to remember everything Anna had asked her to get, filling a pillowcase she found in the children’s old bedroom. She added a few other things that she thought might be useful, without making it too heavy.

         When Kizzy handed the pillowcase to Anna, she briefly opened it, checking the contents. She touched a couple of items before stopping and knotting the bag safely. She looked up at Kizzy with tears in her eyes. ‘Thank you.’ She placed the pillowcase in the back of the cart.

         Kizzy turned to everyone else. ‘Look, I found these.’ She lifted up a bunch of water bottles and canteens.

         Anna said, ‘The men used those when they were logging or working in the fields or if we had a big shoot sometimes.’

         Jakob nodded. ‘They’re going to be useful.’

         Kizzy said, ‘And I remembered what John said about covering our mouths and noses when we ride, because of the dust from all the horses, so I found these.’ With a flourish, she held up a selection of richly coloured scarves.

         Anna’s hand went straight to her mouth. She stumbled slightly. She gasped, ‘Mama!’ Strom grabbed hold of her.

         Kizzy lowered the scarves and closed her eyes. ‘I’m so sorry, Anna. I should’ve thought. They were just so beautiful. We won’t take them. I’ll find something else.’

         ‘No, Kizzy. I’m sorry. It was just the shock of seeing them.’ Anna took the scarves from Kizzy and breathed in their scent. She cried quietly and then said, ‘Let’s use them, then it’s like Mama’s helping us. They still smell of her.’ She handed Kizzy one with red and purple swirls on it. ‘Here, use this one. It was her favourite.’

         ‘Thank you. It’s beautiful.’

         Anna handed everyone a scarf and they tied them round their necks.

         Jakob thanked her. ‘Are you sure about this, Anna?’

         Strom looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Are you ready to go?’

         Anna gazed at all the buildings. ‘It’s only memories here and not all good. It’s not home now. Who knows what will happen if we stay?’ She sighed. ‘I don’t want to see any more sadness here. It’s time.’

         Anna glanced at Kizzy and Jakob. ‘I believe you were sent to save us, even if you didn’t know it.’

         Jakob turned to Strom. ‘You fired shots at Faber. So you must have guns? Shouldn’t we take those too, just in case?’

         Strom brightened up. ‘Of course. I’ll show you where I store them and where the extra bullets are in the castle.’ He glanced at Anna, a little embarrassed.

         ‘Stop worrying, everyone,’ smiled Anna.

         ‘Could you collect everything, please, Strom?’ Jakob asked.

         Kizzy noticed that Strom seemed happiest when he was useful and doing things. She needed to remember that. It might make life easier. But they all needed to be busy now.

         Kizzy turned to the younger children. ‘Everyone ready, because we’ve got horses to save? We need to tack up. Helenka, can you and Matylda fill those bottles with water from the river? Make sure you keep your eyes peeled all the time, though,’ she warned. ‘You’re near the road there.’

         Turning to Zivan, she asked, ‘Are you all right to stay with us?’

         The boy said nothing but nodded, moving over to the horses and patting Honza’s neck.

         Matylda smiled at him, ruffling his matted hair. ‘I won’t be long. Come on, Hels.’ The two girls grabbed the bottles and ran towards the fields.

         Kizzy glanced at Jakob and grinned. Maybe they could make this work. He bowed in acknowledgement.

         They’d fed the horses earlier. Now, they tacked up Eda, Krasava and Bilko. Kizzy would ride Eda, a stunning, almost metallic gold-coloured Kinsky horse with a mane and tail like flax. She ran her hands over the mare’s coat.

         ‘You’re so beautiful. We’ve got quite a journey ahead of us. We’re going to become good friends, you and me.’

         The mare nudged her just like Pluto did. It made Kizzy smile. She put her hand out and Eda snuffled at it with her soft muzzle. ‘You are gorgeous, Eda; we can do this, can’t we?’

         She saw Jakob put a saddle on another Kinsky. This one had a pale gold coat with a mane and tail of pale cream, a true palomino.

         ‘There you go, Krasava. Does her name have a meaning?’ asked Jakob.

         The mare struck the floor with her hoof, ensuring everyone knew she was there.

         ‘It means beautiful,’ said Anna.

         ‘Seems appropriate,’ Kizzy laughed.

         She moved over to help Damek, who was struggling to get Honza’s saddle on. He was another elegant horse, a dark bay who held his head high and arched his neck.

         She took the saddle from the young boy and placed it on the gelding. Reaching underneath, she pulled up the girth and together they did it up, before releasing the irons. ‘There you go.’ She smiled at Damek. ‘He’s pretty big.’ Kizzy managed to say the sentence with a question buried deep in it.

         The boy pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Thank you.’ Damek understood. ‘Yes, he’s big, but I’ve ridden horses like him. I know I can handle him.’

         Kizzy squeezed his shoulder.

         ‘Anna, what sort of horse is Honza?’ she asked.

         ‘A Shagya Arabian.’

         This triggered a buried memory. Kizzy looked at Jakob, who’d clearly had the same thought. They said together, ‘Stud book!’

         Both ran into the tack room.

         ‘There!’ Jakob pointed to a large book, high on a shelf. He lifted Kizzy so she could reach it. As she pulled the blue book down, a cloud of dust came with it, making them both cough.

         She spluttered, ‘We should take extra tack, just in case, plus the head collars and ropes Heinz gave us.’

         Jakob agreed. They both grabbed what they could and piled it into the cart, wrapping the book in a spare pillowcase.

         Anna, in the meantime, had finished tacking up Bilko, a dapple grey, and another two horses, Ferda and Margita. She tied them onto the back of the cart in case they needed them. ‘That’s it. We’re ready!’ she shouted.

         Kizzy looked around. ‘We are. Let’s get everyone who’s not riding in the cart. You all right, Strom?’

         He’d returned with all the guns and stored them safely in the cart, away from careless hands. He nodded.

         Just as she spoke, Helenka and Matylda returned with all the bottles filled to the top with water.

         Having stored them carefully, the two girls and Zivan climbed into the back of the cart. Zuzu clambered up next to Strom. The younger children were giggling, all very excited, and Kizzy could tell they had no idea how serious and potentially dangerous their journey was.

         Kizzy and Anna made sure there was enough hay to cover the children if they needed to be hidden, while Jakob and Damek moved all the other horses into one field.

         When they returned, Jakob and Strom went through the planned journey with Anna, Kizzy and Damek again, showing them exactly where they should go on the map. The route took them away from known resistance hideouts, as they’d planned.

         Folding up the map carefully, Kizzy put it into her bag, along with their papers. She remembered she still hadn’t told Jakob the truth about them.

         Several planes flew high above, too high to tell which side they were on. Even Jakob didn’t recognise them.

         It was the jolt everyone needed. Getting ready had almost been fun. The planes subdued the group. The horses were getting impatient, pawing at the ground and shaking their heads.

         ‘Right, so the plan is,’ shouted Kizzy, ‘Anna and I will lead the herd out. Strom, you follow on with the cart with Jakob and Damek. Everyone all right with that?’

         Strom looked across to Jakob. ‘Yes, I’ll wait here until you go by.’

         ‘Come on, everyone.’ Kizzy waved for those on the horses to follow.

         They all trotted down the path to the field at the back. The sight took Kizzy’s breath away. A multi-coloured sea of horses. ‘There’s so many,’ she muttered. ‘Come on, Kizzy, you can do this.’

         Leaning down, she opened the gate wide. Jakob and Damek rode through, positioning themselves behind the herd.

         Once they got there, Jakob signalled to Kizzy. She looked at Anna. ‘Ready?’ The girl nodded. ‘Here we go.’

         She stood up in her irons and waved to Jakob, shouting, ‘Wagons ho!’ just like John had taught them.

         Kizzy and Anna led the horses from the front while Jakob and Damek drove the horses forward from the rear.

         The horses all jostled and nipped at each other as they poured out of the gate.

         Kizzy squeezed her legs, and Eda responded easily, dancing forward.

         Anna looked a little apprehensive, though very settled in her saddle.

         ‘We can do this!’ Kizzy told her.

         The smile she got back didn’t quite reach Anna’s eyes. ‘Yes, we can.’

         ‘Ride ’em, Cowboy!’ Kizzy laughed, as they went past Strom.

         He grinned and touched his forehead. ‘See you at the agreed stopping place.’

         Xandra bobbed her head up and down, her bit clinking, keen to join the sea of horses. Strom kept tight control of her with the reins. All the children bounced up and down in the cart, waving at the girls, not making Strom’s job any easier.

         ‘See you soon.’ Kizzy waved back, then turned to Anna. ‘Let’s take it up to a trot, to get them moving, so Strom can join in sooner.’

         Anna nodded, and they both pushed their horses forward.

         Eda bucked, throwing Kizzy forward. ‘Steady on, we don’t need to do that.’ Making sure she sat deep in the saddle, she gripped with her legs and squeezed with her hands, so Eda would know who was in charge.

         They were off.
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        Chapter 23
      

         

         The sound of the hooves clattering on the road echoed behind Kizzy.

         ‘It’s so noisy,’ she shouted across to Anna. ‘I’ll be glad when we turn onto the open land and off the road, so there’s no chance of coming across any trucks or armoured vehicles.’ She looked behind. The horses followed like an equine river, with Jakob and Damek behind them, waving at her. She could see Strom right at the back with the cart.

         Her heart pounded in her chest. She knew how vulnerable they all were here. At least they were almost at the turning off the road. ‘Anna, I’m going ahead to open the gate.’

         She pushed Eda into a canter. The mare’s movements were so fluid. If Kizzy hadn’t felt so worried, she could’ve enjoyed the ride. At the gate, she leant down and pulled the latch open, then pushed the gate wide open. Judging by the position of sun, she reckoned it must be about 9 a.m. They needed to get to the logger’s track as soon as possible, away from the road. If they could get across the meadow into the forest, she’d be a lot happier. She stopped, showing everyone the way.

         Anna led on and the river of horses followed her. Once she felt happy the horses were all following each other into the field, Kizzy caught up with Anna. They maintained the trot as they crossed towards the trees. Kizzy noticed that the horses spread out in the field, but Jakob and Damek were working hard gathering any stragglers up.

         At the back, she could see Strom was keeping up. Zuzu sat by his side, with the others perched on the cart. He stopped to shut the gate, so they didn’t leave any hints they’d come that way.

         Kizzy looked down at the long grass sprinkled with flowers. Hopefully, it would bounce back quickly after the horses had gone, hiding their trail. Kizzy glanced across at Anna. She was lovely, but Kizzy didn’t feel she could talk to her about everything yet, not like she could with her best friend. She would like to know how Jakob was feeling.

         Kizzy scratched Eda under her mane, as soft and warm as always. ‘Come on, let’s get these horses to the forest. Where’s the gap, Anna?’

         ‘Follow me!’

         Anna moved the dapple-grey horse on, taking a slight lead. Kizzy stared at the trees where Anna seemed to be heading. She could make out a very slight gap, but it didn’t look enough. As they got closer, Kizzy smiled. ‘That’s brilliant!’

         Someone had planted the trees at an angle to disguise a wider gap. The closer she got, the wider the space looked.

         Anna glanced back at her and grinned. ‘Clever, isn’t it? My father designed it. Only a few people knew about it − perhaps nobody now. The trees on either side are planted very close together. The path is wide enough for two loggers, their horses and logs.’

         Anna and Bilko led Kizzy and Eda into the gap.

         Kizzy gasped as a track opened in front of her, wide enough to take the horses comfortably. Dappled light flickered across the path from the branches that stretched above, trying to touch tips. Birdsong filled the air, before the clatter of hooves overwhelmed it. Kizzy and Anna slowed to a walk. A sharp, refreshing scent filled the air as the horses’ hooves crushed the pine needles underfoot.

         ‘It’s almost like a cathedral, isn’t it?’ Kizzy breathed.

         ‘Yes, it is spectacular. I always loved riding here. My father would bring me.’ Kizzy noticed Anna had a distant look, lost in memories.

         ‘I’m going to nip back and check the others are all right.’ Turning Eda, Kizzy didn’t wait for an answer, just shouting, ‘See you soon.’ She wanted to give Anna some space for her thoughts.

         Her voice echoed, seeming to bounce off the trees. The leaves rustled loudly as they shimmied in the breeze. Kizzy felt as if the forest was welcoming them. She hoped so. They needed all the help they could get.

         She wove her way through the river of horses to the back, keeping to the edge where she could.

         She found Jakob first. ‘Is everything all right?’

         ‘I’m very glad we had those lessons with John,’ he said. ‘Who knew we’d be using them so quickly? It’s hard work keeping up with the herd, not letting any slip away, but we’re doing it.’ He glanced across at Damek. ‘He might be young, but he’s really good, Kizzy.’

         She smiled. ‘So you reckon we can follow this path, break for lunch, then keep going until we go round that low mountain path, where we should find the clearing where we’ll rest tonight? That’s right, isn’t it?’

         ‘That’s the plan…’ Jakob stopped talking and sat quite still. She was going to ask him why, when she caught a hint of noise too.

         ‘Can you hear that?’ he whispered. ‘It sounds like a motorbike or something. We need to get everyone through onto the pass.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Let’s go behind. We can sweep up any stragglers.’

         ‘Damek, push the horses on, all right?’ Jakob called, as he and Kizzy rode past the young boy.

         Damek nodded at Jakob. Kizzy thought how small he looked on the back of Honza, but how determined as well. He was taking his job seriously, that was obvious.

         Damek pushed Honza on, sweeping back and forth behind the other horses, making them move forward.

         Kizzy pushed Eda into a canter. ‘Damek’s definitely got that under control.’

         They rode up to Strom. Jakob shouted, ‘You need to get the cart going. A motorbike or something is coming. We need to be under cover.’

         Strom didn’t need to be asked twice. He shouted to the children in the cart, ‘Sit right down and hold tight.’ He picked up the reins and pushed Xandra on. The mare responded immediately.

         Jakob and Kizzy rode alongside the cart. A couple of horses stood in the grass having a snack. ‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Kizzy. The two children swept round them and urged them on, as the cart disappeared into the trees. The last few horses trotted along the path, with Kizzy and Jakob just behind, reaching the cover of trees just as a motorbike came along the road they’d been riding along so recently, followed by an armoured vehicle and two trucks.

         The two children watched from the woods, knowing the angle of the path meant they couldn’t be seen.

         Kizzy gasped, ‘They’re slowing down.’

         The motorcycle and vehicles stopped. The man sitting next to a machine gun on top of the armoured vehicle gesticulated and shouted at the one on the motorbike.

         ‘What do you think’s going on?’ asked Jakob, holding Krasava on a tight rein.

         ‘Maybe they spotted some movement but aren’t sure what it is.’

         Kizzy held her breath as the soldier with the machine gun swung it around to face the trees.

         ‘Now what do we do?’

         ‘Keep still. If we move, there’s a risk that they’ll see the movement and he’ll just let rip with that gun.’ They both held their horses as still as possible. Kizzy couldn’t stop Eda from flicking her tail though. She held her breath.

         The horn of the truck beeped. ‘I think someone doesn’t want to hang around,’ Jakob muttered.

         The soldier on the motorbike held his hand up. The engines rumbled and, with a roar, they drove off.

         ‘Phew!’ Kizzy puffed out her cheeks. ‘Enough trucks! I’ve seen too many today.’

         Jakob nodded and grinned. ‘I agree with that. Let’s catch up with the others. Shall I shout at you when we should stop for lunch?’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Please. I’m going to see Strom before we start again.’

         She waved at Damek before heading to the cart. ‘Everyone all right here? That was a bit of a surprise.’ She winked at Zuzu.

         Strom said, ‘Xandra is very easy to drive.’

         ‘Are you quite happy up there, Strom?’

         He looked down at Zuzu and back at the others. ‘Yes, I can keep an eye on them all and make sure they are happy.’ He turned back to Kizzy, suddenly very serious, looking slightly embarrassed. ‘Kizzy, thank you. I know it would’ve been easy to go without taking the rest of us.’

         His comment shocked her. ‘We’d never leave anyone behind. That’s not what we do. You wait until you meet Heinz!’ She grinned at Strom before trotting off to catch up with Anna.
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        Chapter 24
      

         

         Kizzy and Anna slowed the pace a little as they continued along the track through the forest. The horses had settled. There was a lot less nipping and jostling as they’d been able to spread out more, and they moved happily, occasionally stopping to graze on the grass at the side of the track. Jakob and Damek didn’t let them dawdle for too long though.

         Kizzy knew from experience not to relax. Anything could happen. She kept her eyes open, darting from side to side, watching the forest for any danger.

         Suddenly the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She felt as if she was being watched. All her muscles tensed. Kizzy turned to see who was watching her. She didn’t have to look far. Anna smiled at her.

         ‘Stop being so nervous, Kizzy,’ she said. ‘We’re quite safe along here. Very few people know about this track. Relax and enjoy the ride.’

         ‘That’s easy for you to say. Once when we relaxed on our last trip, our guardian and his horse slipped down the side of a mountain.’

         Anna looked shocked. ‘Were they all right?’

         ‘Heinz broke his leg. His horse Monte didn’t survive.’ Kizzy looked down, remembering the sound of the gunshot echoing around the mountains and poor Jakob’s pale face afterwards. She shook her head. ‘I don’t like to assume that everything is going to be fine.’

         They kept along the track until Jakob cantered up to join them. ‘Strom says we need to keep going and not stop for lunch. He doesn’t like the look of the clouds.’

         Kizzy looked up through the trees. Clouds scudded across the sky, a lot darker than the fluffy white ones earlier. She realised the trees had been protecting them from any strong winds.

         ‘What do you think, Jakob?’ Kizzy waited for her friend to respond.

         ‘I think he’s probably right. Let’s be honest, we don’t know the area, but Anna, do you agree?’

         ‘We might be all right, but Strom could have a point. Getting to the other side of the mountain sooner rather than later would be best. The last thing we want is being caught on the mountain in a storm,’ Anna said. ‘It might be worth pushing on a bit and eating as we go.’

         The wind picked up a little more, rustling the leaves and branches above them.

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Jakob, I’ll come back with you to get our food.’

         They both cantered around the edge of the herd.

         ‘Have you got something we can eat?’ she asked Strom when she reached him.

         Helenka, Strom’s sister, reached into the cart and handed her two packages wrapped in cloth. ‘Here. Matylda and I prepared these from the food in the baskets when Strom said we needed to keep moving. There’s one each for you and Anna. And there’s some water for Anna in one of the bottles. I don’t think she’s got one. You’ve got your canteen, haven’t you?’

         Kizzy took them, amazed. ‘Thank you both. You’re heroes! Yes, I have.’ She patted her bag, slung across her body, where all her important things were kept.

         Matylda smiled at her, then passed two to Jakob. ‘And these are for you and Damek – same message!’

         Strom laughed. ‘See, the family looks after everyone!’

         ‘They certainly do, thank you,’ shouted Jakob as he rode off. ‘See you in a bit, Kizzy.’

         Kizzy waved, taking her parcels back to the front. ‘Look what Helenka and Matylda did for us. We’ve got lunch.’ She handed over Anna’s parcel. ‘Helenka gave me some water for you, so you don’t need to worry.’ She passed that over, too. Kizzy suddenly felt very thirsty and pulled out the water canteen John had given her before he left. She noticed Anna watching her.

         ‘What is that? I saw you and Jakob drinking from them. They are not like our water bottles. It looks special.’ The girl smiled at her.

         ‘It is. My friend, John, a US soldier, gave Jakob and me one each, along with our mess tins, before he left on the mission to rescue the Lipizzaner mares.’ She laughed. ‘I didn’t know they were going to be useful this soon!’ Kizzy took a glug of water. It had a very distinct taste to it. A bit metallic. Not quite as fresh as the water straight from the stream, but it was still refreshing.

         Hunger gripped her stomach and twisted it. Unwrapping the lunch parcel, Kizzy was surprised to find a bit of bread, cheese, and sausage.

         She looked up at Anna. ‘Sausage! I was expecting basic rations.’ Using John’s military terms made her feel close to him.

         ‘I packed the very last of our food. This is it, I’m afraid. I thought we could have it for lunch as we wouldn’t have time to catch anything. There are a few tins and things, but this was the last of the fresh stuff. I didn’t realise we wouldn’t be stopping, so it’s even better.’

         Kizzy looked at the reins. ‘Maybe I can let them loose for a bit.’ Eda’s head lowered as they plodded along. The girl stuffed the cheese and sausage inside the bread. ‘I didn’t spot any of this when I went looking for food!’ She took a huge bite and spoke through a mouthful of sandwich. ‘It’s wonderful.’

         Anna winked at her. ‘You might have found the cook’s hideaway, but you didn’t find mine.’

         Kizzy smiled. The cheese and sausage were delicious. She devoured it all. The wood and birdsong made her feel almost relaxed. The herd were behaving themselves, too. She could almost believe she was enjoying herself. A dangerous feeling. The creaking of her leather saddle sang its melody to her as she rolled with Eda’s movements.

         Suddenly, a large bird with striking bronze plumage swooped up from the side, flapping its wings and making a loud, croaking sound. Kizzy spotted its green neck and red face, along with a long tail − a pheasant.

         She realised the fast movement would startle the horses, but not in time.

         Eda darted to the side, shocked, nearly unseating her. Kizzy gripped tightly with her legs, grabbing up the reins. At the same time, she heard a cry and a loud thud behind her.

         ‘Woah, Eda, it’s all right, it’s only a stupid bird,’ she tried to reassure her horse.

         Anna’s horse Bilko galloped past her with nobody on his back. Gasping, Kizzy turned Eda round, against the flow of the horses, trying to stay as calm as she could. The herd were speeding up and felt on edge, as if they might be going to stampede at any moment. Where was Anna?

         ‘Kizzy!’

         Kizzy heard her voice and then saw Anna lying on the floor, a cut on her forehead. Luckily she had fallen to the side, away from the hooves.

         ‘Anna! Can you get up?’

         Her friend nodded, standing up, slightly unsteadily.

         Kizzy pushed Eda over to her. Leaning down, she stretched her arm out. ‘Get ready to jump.’ Behind her the horses were getting more and more stressed, but she had to get Anna to safety first.

         When they got as close as they could, Anna ran briefly towards Eda and then jumped as Kizzy grabbed her arm and pulled her up with a bit of a struggle onto Eda’s back beside her. ‘Are you all right?’

         ‘I think so. My head hurts and I am a bit bruised and battered, but I don’t think anything is broken.’

         The herd pushed past them. They were truly stampeding now.

         ‘Bilko ran off ahead and now they think he is the leader,’ Kizzy shouted. ‘We need to get hold of him and stop him and that will calm them down.’ She gripped her reins tighter. ‘Hold on.’ Anna wrapped her arms around Kizzy’s waist.

         A cloud of dust rose around them as the horses’ hooves hit the dried-up dirt track. It made it difficult to see and breathe. She pulled her scarf up over her mouth.

         Kizzy could hear Jakob yelling far off in the distance, but she couldn’t catch what he said. She needed to focus on getting to Bilko.

         She could see Eda’s coat getting darker and darker with sweat. ‘Come on, girl, you can do this.’

         The mare ran alongside the stampeding horses, trying to outrun them. Inch by inch, they were getting closer to Bilko. The grey gelding was beginning to run out of steam. Kizzy rode Eda alongside him.

         ‘Anna, can you take Eda’s reins?’ she shouted.

         ‘Yes!’

         ‘Bring her as close to Bilko as you can.’

         Kizzy made a grab for Bilko’s reins and caught them. ‘Steady boy, steady.’ The two horses were running parallel with each other.

         She knew she’d only have one chance to do this next move and if she got it wrong… Don’t think about it, Kizzy told herself. Deep breath. ‘Keep Eda steady, Anna.’

         Anna didn’t answer. Kizzy knew she was too busy focusing on Eda’s reins.

         She closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath.

         Kizzy launched herself onto Bilko’s back. She landed with a painful thump and a scramble. Pulling herself upright on the saddle using Bilko’s mane, she tried to put her feet into the irons. They were a little short for her as they were adjusted for Anna, so she let her legs hang loose. But they were the least of her worries. Now they needed to slow these horses down.

         She glanced across at Anna, who looked rather pale. Blood trickled down her face from the cut on her forehead.

         ‘Are you ready for this?’ Kizzy shouted. ‘I reckon if we can get them down to a trot first by weaving back and forth in front of the herd that will slow them down. Once they’re trotting, we’ll take it down to a walk. Agreed?’

         Anna put her thumbs up.

         ‘Let’s go!’

         They started to weave side to side, crossing each other, and the horses appeared confused initially, but it worked. They all slowed down, jostling, snorting and nipping at each other. Keeping this up, back and fore, they got the herd walking and a lot calmer again.

         Jakob came charging up. ‘What on earth happened there?’

         Kizzy said, ‘A blooming pheasant spooked them!’

         He spotted Anna’s head. ‘Are you all right?’

         ‘Yes, I’m fine. Thanks to Kizzy.’

         ‘Let’s stop, just for a bit. It’ll give Strom a chance to catch up,’ suggested Jakob.

         Anna looked around. ‘We shouldn’t wait for long. We won’t find any water until we’re on the other side of the mountain. I wouldn’t mind riding Bilko again though. Perhaps just a few minutes?’

         ‘Of course,’ said Kizzy.

         The three worked together to bring the herd to a halt. Once they’d all stopped, Kizzy pulled Bilko to a halt and jumped off his back. Anna climbed down too.

         Kizzy had a quick look at Anna’s cut. ‘That won’t wait. Hang on. I’m going into the woods for a minute.’

         She didn’t give Jakob or Anna a chance to argue. Swinging herself onto her horse, she rode into the forest, urging Eda between the trees. She knew what she was looking for, but could she find any?

         She smelt the tree before she saw it, much to her relief. She couldn’t spend hours looking for it. They hadn’t got the time. There, up ahead, Kizzy could see the pine trees she wanted. Taking her trusty knife, and reaching up, she cut a thin strip of bark from one of the smaller branches, then raced back to Anna and Jakob.

         ‘Quick, let me apply this.’

         ‘What the…?’ asked Jakob.

         ‘It’s pine bark. The sap is antiseptic and sticky, it’ll help it heal,’ said Kizzy. She pulled Anna’s scarf over it. ‘There, sorted. Has Strom caught up?’ Jakob nodded. ‘Let’s get a move on then!’

         Anna looked surprised. ‘Thank you.’ She climbed slowly onto Bilko’s back.

         ‘Do you think you are all right still riding these two or should you swap for fresher horses?’ asked Jakob.

         Kizzy looked down at Eda. ‘They’ll need resting soon, but I’m not sure the herd will follow different horses at this stage. I think we just need to take it relatively slowly.’

         Jakob nodded.

         Kizzy looked back at the herd. ‘Now, no more nonsense, you lot.’

         Jakob disappeared back to the others, shouting, ‘Definitely not!’

         ‘Ready?’ Kizzy asked Anna.

         Anna put her thumbs up. ‘Ready!’

         Kizzy waved her arm so the others could see and shouted, ‘Wagons ho … again!’
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        Chapter 25
      

         

         After an hour or so, the trees thinned out as the track moved up and across the mountain. A silence had fallen over all the children now. Tiredness had wrapped itself around them. Kizzy knew they still had a distance to go. The horses seemed weary too. Looking upwards, she watched threatening dark clouds tumble down over the top of the mountain. She hoped the others hadn’t spotted them.

         Using the happiest voice she could muster, she called out, ‘Come on everyone, not much further.’

         As the words left her mouth, the clouds opened. Water poured down; the sort of rain that drenched you and went right through your clothes in seconds.

         Kizzy sighed deeply before shouting back to Strom and Jakob, ‘Are you all right back there?’

         ‘Yes, we’re trying to cover as much as possible with the tarpaulin,’ Strom yelled back. ‘Trouble is, it’s so slippery.’

         Glancing across at Anna, she realised how pale and cold she looked. ‘We need to get a move on. Let’s push them into a trot. The path doesn’t seem too bad for a mountain path.’ She looked ahead. It went downhill. Luckily for them, it didn’t go too far up the mountain, but skirted around the lower hills.

         Anna glanced at her and smiled. ‘You’re right, I’m glad I suggested it.’ She pushed Bilko along.

         Kizzy’s hair stuck to her head. The water trickling down her neck made her shiver. She didn’t think she could get any wetter. All the horses lowered their heads against the rain and wind. Kizzy pushed Eda on. ‘Let’s get there.’

         The rain continued for another hour as they plodded down the mountain. Kizzy was relieved the gradient wasn’t any steeper. Less chance of them slipping. Eventually, the slope led them to flower-filled meadows and back into woodland.

         As the number of trees increased, the sun burst forth. Steam rose off the horses. But Kizzy shivered as the wet clothes still clung to her skin.

         ‘I don’t think it’s much longer,’ said Anna. ‘Do you know clearings like this are called Schachten. They consider them islands in the forest sea.’

         Kizzy smiled. She could see Anna’s lips were almost blue with cold. ‘I love that idea. Come on, Anna, let’s go faster. We need to get everyone warmer. Could you bear it?’

         Anna nodded. Her white-knuckled hands gripped the reins and the front of the saddle.

         Kizzy squeezed with her legs, pushing Eda into a canter. All the horses followed suit.

         Within fifteen minutes, they found themselves in a clearing. A brook burbled through its centre. All the horses headed straight for it, drinking thirstily as they stood in the water.

         Kizzy slipped her feet out of the irons. Her legs dangled down, feeling unbelievably stiff after the long journey. She tried to stretch them out, easing her muscles. She saw the others doing something similar. Jakob had lain back across Krasava’s back, his eyes shut. Apart from the sound of horses drinking and birds singing, there was silence in the clearing. Everyone was too exhausted to talk.

         Kizzy eased her leg across, so she sat side-saddle. ‘Steady, Eda.’ Launching herself from the horse’s back, she managed to land on the bank of the brook and keep her feet dry, or drier than they would’ve been if she’d landed in the brook. They were still sopping wet from the rain.

         Strom grinned at her. ‘That’s impressive!’

         Jakob sat up. ‘What was?’

         ‘The way Kizzy got down, keeping her feet dry!’

         Kizzy could see Jakob realise he had the same problem with his horse standing in the river too. He shuffled around in the saddle and swung his leg over. Unfortunately, as he launched himself towards the bank, his horse Krasava moved, and Jakob landed with a splash in the brook. Kizzy, Anna and Strom were all biting on their lips to stop themselves from giggling. Damek wasn’t so polite. He let out a loud belly laugh.

         Jakob looked up at him, sitting on the bank with his feet in the water. Kizzy wondered what he’d do. A look of thunder flashed across his face.

         But then Jakob gave him a broad grin. ‘That serves me right, doesn’t it?’ He looked at Kizzy. ‘You always were better at these things than me.’ He laughed.

         Everyone joined in. The despair of the rain lifted.

         Strom helped the children down from the cart. Zuzu was crying. ‘It hurts, Strom.’

         He hugged her tight. ‘I know, I know.’

         Kizzy looked at Strom. ‘What’s the matter?’

         ‘She got really cold in the rain.’

         Anna pulled a vast blanket out of the cart. ‘This is pretty dry. Let’s get her out of her wet clothes and wrap her in it. Strom, do you mind if I help her? I think we need you to organise other things.’

         Strom nodded. His face wracked with worry. He half-smiled. ‘That’s all right, isn’t it, Zu?’ He gently wiped the tears from his sister’s face, who tried to smile back at him. She was pale and drawn. ‘You sure?’

         Zuzu took his hand and squeezed it, ‘Yes, Strom. Anna’s kind.’

         Strom let out a deep sigh as he put her down and turned away. Kizzy realised quite how much pressure he was under. He turned to her. ‘Shall Damek and I use the rope to create the hint of a corral? Hopefully, it’ll be enough to convince the horses they’re in one!’

         ‘Good idea. Is everyone wet? If so, everyone needs to find some dry clothes to put on and then hang your wet clothes out to dry.’

         Anna carried Zuzu over to the younger children, while Kizzy and Jakob started sorting out the horses. Everyone worked hard and silently. Exhaustion had a grip on them all.

         Kizzy and Jakob worked efficiently, untacking all the horses, and were soon finished. He tapped her on the shoulder. ‘I should get a fire going, shouldn’t I?’

         She nodded. ‘I’ll see if I can find some food. Jakob, at some point, I need to have a chat with you about something, though.’

         He looked confused. ‘Is it urgent?’

         She thought about the forged papers that sat in her bag. She wasn’t looking forward to telling him. ‘Well … no, I suppose not.’

         She hesitated but then she heard Anna calling her.

         ‘Kizzy, can you come here a moment? I need you to check something.’

         Anna was bent over Zivan. Matylda, his sister, held his head in her lap, tears silently slipping down her cheeks.

         Anna said, ‘Kizzy, what do you think? He seems incredibly hot to me. Do you think he has a fever?’

         Zivan glanced up, his eyes huge, like saucers. As Zivan never spoke, she didn’t ask him how he was feeling, but his distress was clear.

         Kizzy bent down, feeling his chest with her hand, then his forehead with her lips. The touch of his skin scalded hers. She was worried by his white face. If only you could tell me what the problem was, she thought, closing her eyes.

         Anna shivered and Kizzy realised how pale she looked too. Please, not her as well.

         Touching her friend’s forehead, her worst fears were realised. ‘Oh, Anna! You’re burning up too.’

         Turning to Jakob, she shouted, ‘Get that fire going and then get some water boiling. I’ll be back. Anna and Zivan have got fevers.’

         Kizzy asked Matylda, who looked terrified, ‘Can you look after these two for me? Make sure they rest – and that includes you, Anna. Keep them covered with blankets. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

         Matylda nodded. ‘I’m a good nurse. My mamma always said I should be one when I grow up.’ A whisper of sadness slipped across her face. She forced a smile. ‘I’ll make sure they’re all right. Get what you need to. You can trust me, Kizzy.’

         This comment surprised Kizzy. Putting her head to one side, she touched Matylda’s hand. ‘I do not doubt that.’ Matylda beamed.

         Kizzy squeezed her hand before leaning over to touch Zuzu’s forehead. She was worried that, with all her pain and having got so wet, she might have got a temperature too.

         Zu grinned at Kizzy. Her forehead felt cool. ‘Zu, will you keep an eye on the others with Matylda? Helenka, can you help your brother?’

         Zuzu put up her thumb.

         Helenka and Kizzy went over to Strom. Kizzy told him, ‘Zivan and Anna have fevers. I’ve checked Zu and she hasn’t. Thank goodness. I’m going to get the plants I need to help them. Helenka is here to help you. I’ll be back soon.’

         Strom frowned. ‘How do you know what stuff to get?’

         Kizzy hesitated, knowing that this could go badly wrong if he didn’t like her people. ‘I’m Roma. My ma was a healer. She taught me how to use plants.’ She looked down, not sure she wanted to see his face if he hated her.

         Strom touched her hand. ‘Our mama was Roma too. We know what it’s like. We got trouble from all sides because she fell in love with someone who wasn’t. Be proud, Kizzy, we are.’ He leant right forward so he could whisper in her ear, so Zuzu or Helenka couldn’t hear. ‘Some people told Mama that Zuzu getting ill was a punishment for her choosing our dad.’

         Kizzy gasped and her hand shot to her mouth. ‘That’s awful. How could they be so cruel?’

         Strom looked across at his sister, a smile stretched right across his face. ‘She’s the best thing that ever happened to us. She brings sunshine.’ He looked up. ‘You better get going before it gets dark. Stay safe, Kizzy. See you soon.’

         She ran off, feeling sick at the thought of the prejudice Strom, Zuzu and their family had faced.

         She passed Jakob. He had got a fire going. He’d also tacked up Ferda, a placid bay, ready for her to ride. He gently took hold of her arm as they stood by Ferda. ‘Kizzy, you look shattered. Shouldn’t you be resting?’

         Every bone in her body ached. ‘If I don’t go, we might not be able to travel tomorrow and we may not get away from here before someone finds us.’ She frowned. ‘We don’t have time to wait.’

         Jakob nodded and gave her a leg up. She eased herself into the saddle.

         ‘Please be careful,’ he said. ‘Come back soon.’

         Kizzy started crying from sheer exhaustion, but she couldn’t let him see that. She had to do this and there was no time to waste. As she cantered out of the camp, Jakob, Strom and Damek made sure the herd didn’t follow her.
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        Chapter 26
      

         

         Soon all she could hear were Ferda’s hooves and birdsong echoing around her as she retraced her tracks back up the mountain. She needed to get to where she’d seen all the flowers. It felt as if she moved a lot quicker when it was only her. She soon found herself in the middle of the meadow. Jumping down, Kizzy let Ferda graze while she hunted.

         ‘Perfect!’ The meadow was sprinkled with white among the yellow buttercups. These were the tiny daisies she needed, with their delicate white petals and golden button centres. Kizzy spent ages picking the flowers, using her knife to help, until she felt an ache in her back. Swifts and wagtails swooped above her while larks serenaded her. Straightening up, her back clicked and crunched.

         ‘That should be enough,’ she said to Ferda. She’d brought a pillowcase with her and it was now a quarter full of daisies.

         About to place her knife back in its sheath, she noticed a hare sitting a little distance away in the field, quite oblivious of her. Kizzy felt a pang of regret, looking at the beautiful animal, but she thought of all the hungry children waiting for her and knew she had only one chance. With a flash, she threw her knife at the hare, catching him on his neck and stunning him. She raced across and finished the job quickly.

         ‘That’s a total fluke. I could never do it again,’ Kizzy told Ferda. ‘But we won’t tell the others that, will we?’ she grinned. ‘He’s scrawny so won’t go far, but at least it is some meat for tonight.’ She tied the hare onto her saddle.

         Remembering something else, she told her horse, ‘Stay there a moment,’ and wrapped Ferda’s reins loosely around a branch of a tree. She nipped into the wood where she cut some more pine bark for Anna’s cut. She could hear foxes calling and the clatter of a deer. Or that’s what she hoped they were.

         Walking back to Ferda, something in the sky caught her attention.

         Smoke!

         Standing by the bay, she scratched Ferda’s neck, breathing to calm her thumping heart as she tried to work out the direction it was coming from.

         ‘Ferda, that can’t be our smoke. It’s the wrong way.’

         Ferda pushed Kizzy gently with his muzzle, wanting more attention.

         The girl glanced down at the horse. ‘Are you feeling left out? How about this?’ She scratched gently nearer his ears, as they flitted to and fro. ‘Now, do I find out what is causing that smoke or do I head back? I know the sensible answer…’

         Ferda lifted his head and looked at her.

         ‘You’re right. I’m going to check it out. You stay here.’

         Kizzy untied his reins and led Ferda a little further into the woods. She checked there was still grass around for him to munch on. ‘Here will do. Nobody’ll see you. Wait for me, I won’t be long. I hope…’

         Quickly and quietly, she moved through the woods, circling round the meadow towards the smoke. Now and then she trod on a twig and the crack echoed throughout the trees. ‘Ssh,’ she said to herself. ‘You need to be quieter.’

         Whoever was making the smoke wasn’t being quiet. She could hear them from quite a way away. Kizzy gulped. They were speaking German.

         As she got nearer, she started to crawl, hidden by ferns and bushes. She did her best to make sure she did not attract attention.

         Lying flat on her stomach, she peered through the foliage. In front of her were her worst nightmares.

         A group of five soldiers sat around a fire. They seemed quite relaxed. She soon saw why. A bottle was being passed from person to person. Each one took a swig. One soldier stood up and stumbled towards her, weaving back and forth. You’re drunk, she thought. Please don’t come my way. But he was.

         Having decided he needed to go to the loo, the soldier walked into the bushes, stopping only a metre from her. Kizzy knew she couldn’t move or breathe, she daren’t make a sound. She kept her eyes shut until the sound of trickling stopped.

         The Nazi rolled back towards the others. ‘We’re going to show those Russians what for!’ he shouted before sitting down, clapping the soldier next to him on the back. They all cheered.

         Kizzy decided she’d seen enough. Stealthily, she sneaked away. Once she was far enough away for it not to matter, she ran, twigs and branches whipping at her face. She didn’t stop until she got to Ferda.

         Scrambling up onto Ferda’s back, she headed back. She knew she needed to move fast. The sun seemed low in the sky and it wouldn’t long before it was dark. She needed to tell Jakob.
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        Chapter 27
      

         

         ‘Come on, Ferda, we need to get to the camp.’ Her heart hammered in her mouth. Ferda’s hooves pounded a beat on the track. Kizzy felt so relieved when she saw the campfire. She arrived with the others just as total darkness wrapped itself around them all.

         Jakob grabbed hold of Ferda’s bridle. ‘Thank goodness you’re back. I was getting really worried.’

         Kizzy leant forward and whispered in his ear. ‘You and me both, but don’t tell anyone.’ She fell into his arms as she dismounted. The two friends hugged each other tightly. When they let go, she pulled him to one side.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

         ‘Worse! Soldiers…’

         Jakob gasped. ‘Where?’

         ‘Back towards the mountain, the other side of the wildflower meadow. I spotted smoke, so I went to investigate.’

         ‘Kizzy!’ She could see he was angry with her.

         ‘I know, but I wanted to know if we were in danger. I don’t think we are. They were Nazis and were shouting about getting the Russians. They were drunk. I think they must be heading away from us.’

         ‘We’ll need to be careful, won’t we? We can’t take risks.’

         Kizzy saw Strom heading towards them. ‘I think we tell Strom, but no one else. I don’t want to frighten them.’

         ‘Have you got the medicine?’ asked Strom.

         ‘I’ll sort Ferda out for you,’ said Jakob. ‘You do what you need to. But first, Strom, Kizzy has something she needs to tell you, but keep it quiet.’

         Strom looked confused. ‘What’s the matter?’

         Kizzy explained what she’d seen. All the colour drained from his face.

         ‘Are we safe?’ he whispered.

         ‘I think so, from what Kizzy’s said,’ Jakob smiled at her, reassuring her. ‘However, I don’t think we should take any risks. Let’s keep the fire fairly small and try to keep the sound down too.’

         Kizzy saw him take a deep breath. She wondered what he was going to suggest.

         ‘I also think we should take it in turns to keep watch. Strom, are you happy to take the first few hours, then you can wake me? I’ll take over and then you, Kizzy.’

         They both nodded.

         Kizzy said, ‘And we should leave as early as possible tomorrow, as soon as the sun is up.’

         ‘Agreed!’ both boys replied.

         Kizzy handed Strom the hare. ‘Here. Can you do something with that? I know it’s scrawny, but it’s better than nothing.’

         Strom grinned at her, holding it up. ‘Definitely!’

         ‘Right, I need to prepare the daisies.’

         Everyone all looked at her and said at once, ‘Daisies!’

         ‘Yes! My ma taught me they are good for fevers and lots of other things, including coughs, colds and even the stomach and liver. Some say broken bones. Unbelievable, isn’t it?’

         Zuzu seemed confused. ‘Daisies are for daisy chains, aren’t they?’

         Helenka crept forward towards Kizzy, glancing shyly at her.

         ‘Yes?’ said Kizzy.

         ‘If … if there are any daisies left, can I have some so Zuzu and I can make a daisy chain?’ She looked down, embarrassed.

         Kizzy gently placed a handful of flowers in her hands. ‘Go on, make some chains. Perhaps you could make one for Anna, to make her feel better, and one for Matylda?’

         Kizzy looked across at Anna. Her eyes were shut and she looked so pale.

         Helenka’s eyes were wide, her smile even wider. ‘Thank you! Thank you, we will. Zu, look what I’ve got. We can make chains together!’

         ‘I better get on and make their medicine now,’ said Kizzy as Helenka ran off.

         Kizzy heated the water, preparing the daisies and boiling them in a soup, using the petals and the leaves. Looking at the mixture, she doubted it would taste very nice, but tough, it would help them. Medicine’s never meant to taste nice, her ma always told her.

         A moment of sadness gripped her, too. Would her parents be proud of her if they could see her now? ‘Ma, Pa, I’m doing my best,’ she whispered.

         ‘What’s that?’ asked Jakob.

         ‘Oh, nothing. Is everything sorted?’

         ‘Yes, all the horses are settled. Strom has gutted and skinned the hare. Once you’ve finished making … whatever that is, we’ll start cooking.’ Jakob jabbed a finger at her daisy concoction.

         ‘Be grateful you don’t have to drink it,’ she grinned.

         ‘Don’t get me wrong, I am!’

         ‘Right, I’m done. I’m going to give it to Anna and Zivan. The fire is all yours and Strom’s.’

         Kizzy left the boys to cook while she went over to where Matylda sat with the two sick children.

         ‘Matylda, could you dampen these two strips of material in the brook? We can keep them on their foreheads to keep them cool. I’m going to feed them this. They will not like it. Be prepared for the moaning!’

         Matylda smiled at her. ‘Of course.’ She ran off in the direction of the brook.

         Zuzu, busy creating daisy chains, glanced up at Kizzy and grinned.

         ‘You look happy, young lady.’ The girl nodded, lifting a long string of daisies. ‘That is very clever!’

         Turning to Anna and Zivan, Kizzy said, ‘Right, you two, time to have your medicine.’

         Anna looked wary. In a weak voice, she asked, ‘What is it?’

         ‘Is it going to make it easier to swallow if you know?’

         ‘I don’t know!’

         ‘Just try it.’ Kizzy took the spoon and gave Anna some.

         Initially, she grimaced, but then she said, ‘Actually, that’s not too bad. Can I have some more.’ She turned to Zivan. ‘It’s all right, you know. Don’t be afraid.’

         Kizzy wanted to hug her. Anna was trying not to put him off. Even when she was feeling awful, she was thinking about the other children.

         Kizzy gave Anna another spoonful before turning to Zivan. ‘Ready?’ The boy nodded. ‘Here you go.’

         Like Anna, he grimaced at first, then smiled. Between them both, they finished the daisy soup.

         ‘How are you feeling, Anna? Is your head hurting still?’

         ‘Yes, I’ve such a headache. It pounds where I’ve got the cut, so it might be that.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘We’ll keep an eye on it. Zivan, how are you doing?’

         The boy looked up, his face pale and eyes heavy.

         ‘Zivan, I need you to answer my questions. If it hurts to move your head, blink once for yes and twice for no.’

         One blink.

         ‘All right, you needn’t nod or shake your head when you answer the questions, just use the blinking. Is that all right?’ Kizzy knelt beside him.

         One blink.

         ‘Is your head hurting?’

         One blink.

         ‘Can you show me where?

         Zivan pointed to his forehead then pointed to his throat.

         ‘So your throat hurts too?’ Kizzy pointed at her throat, to make sure there was no chance for confusion.

         One blink.

         ‘Does anywhere else hurt?’

         Two blinks.

         ‘That’s good. Would you like a drink?’

         Two blinks.

         ‘You need to drink when you can, Zivan. Do you not want to because it hurts when you drink?’

         One blink.

         ‘Good boy for drinking the soup, even though it must have hurt. Hopefully, it’ll help you soon.’

         Zivan smiled, then shivered.

         ‘Are you cold?’

         One blink.

         ‘I’ll get you another blanket to keep you warm. Helenka?’

         The girl looked up from her daisies.

         ‘Could you please ask your brother for another blanket? Tell him he can use mine if we’re short.’

         The girl ran off to Strom.

         ‘In the meantime, maybe you can share some of Zu’s blanket.’

         Zu nodded and carefully tucked some of her blanket around Zivan.

         He smiled at Kizzy, putting up one thumb.

         Soon Matylda came back with the drenched cloths. Kizzy touched Anna’s arm. ‘Before Matylda puts these on your forehead, I want to change your pine plaster and check your cut.’

         She carefully peeled the bark off. Anna winced slightly. ‘I’m sorry, I know it’s sore. It’s healing well. It looks clean.’ Kizzy carefully placed the new piece of bark on the cut. ‘There we go.’ Kizzy settled back on her heels.

         Helenka came over with a blanket from Strom.

         ‘Thank you!’ She tucked it around Zivan. ‘This will keep you warm.’

         The boy smiled at her, blinking once.

         Matylda gently placed the strips of cloth on both Anna and Zivan’s foreheads, carefully avoiding Anna’s cut. Both their patients seemed very tired. They lay back and closed their eyes.

         Kizzy said, ‘Thank you, Matylda, you’re a great help. Now, let’s let them sleep. Come and have something to eat. And you girls too with your daisies.’ Kizzy swept Zuzu up into her arms. The little girl clung on tightly while reaching out for Matylda’s hand.

         Matylda looked back at her brother.

         ‘He’ll be all right,’ Kizzy reassured her. ‘We can see him from over there, I promise.’

         Matylda glanced up at her, fear briefly in her face. She took Kizzy’s hand, who squeezed it, watching the worry leave the young girl’s eyes.

         ‘That’s it, come on.’

         They walked across the camp and sat with the others. Kizzy watched the fire. The flames licked upwards. She took a deep breath, savouring the rich, mellow smell of wood burning.

         She glanced up at the stars. So different to the countess’s claustrophobic room with all its rules. Kizzy let out a deep sigh. She knew she couldn’t go back to that.

         Jakob turned to her. ‘All right?’

         Kizzy gazed round and nodded. ‘Yes, I think so. We need the daisies to do their magic.’

         Helenka came up to her. ‘Here.’ She placed a daisy chain over Kizzy’s head. ‘Queen Kizzy!’

         ‘Thank you, that’s beautiful.’ As she fingered the daisies, memories of her parents danced at the edge of her mind. Kizzy quickly wiped away a tear before anyone noticed.

         Jakob took her hand and squeezed it. ‘You all right?’ he asked again.

         She nodded, not able to talk yet.

         Jakob being Jakob understood totally. He patted her knee.

         ‘Right, let’s eat, everyone,’ he declared. ‘Strom has been a master chef. We’ve got hare and green stuff.’ Jakob put his hand up to his mouth, pretending to whisper behind it, ‘I don’t know what it is, but don’t tell him.’

         The younger children giggled.

         Taking his hand down, Jakob continued, ‘And beans from the tins. Voilá,’ he said with a flourish. ‘Thank you, Strom, for cooking it.’

         The young lad, with Zu attached to his back again, grinned at Jakob. Kizzy had noticed how the boys appeared to be getting on now, having got past their disagreements at the beginning. All animosity had disappeared.

         Everyone ate their fill. Once finished, they cleared up.

         Kizzy checked the horses, asking all the ones they’d ridden and Xandra if they were all right and telling them they’d done a good job before scanning the herd. They looked settled. Letting out a deep sigh, she checked all their clothes that had been caught in the rain as well. They were nearly dry. She quietly walked around the edge of the clearing, just to check for any danger.

         Jakob joined her. ‘Seen anything?’

         ‘No, luckily. My heart keeps racing at the thought!’

         He put his arm around her, pulling her into him. ‘I’m sure you’re right. They are going in the opposite direction. Plus, they were drunk. You can bet they didn’t stop drinking when you left.’

         ‘I know you’re right and being sensible, but…’

         He swung her around to face him. ‘Hold on a moment.’ Looking around, he said, ‘Bring out the trumpets… Kizzy has just said I’m right. I think I might faint.’ He collapsed dramatically on the floor. ‘Oh, the shock!’

         Kizzy couldn’t help but giggle. ‘Get up, you idiot! I’m going to check on the others.’

         He put his arm up to his eyes in mock horror. ‘And then you abandon me!’

         ‘Jakob!’

         Her friend grinned at her. Kizzy left him sprawled on the floor and wandered over to Anna and Zivan next, feeling their foreheads and chests. The fever seemed to be breaking but she wasn’t confident yet.

         Kizzy told Matylda, ‘Get some sleep.’ She squeezed the girl’s shoulder.

         Just then, exhaustion swept over her. She’d had enough. Kizzy looked up at the next mountain they had to get around. It seemed enormous. The top was snowcapped. However, Strom promised it wasn’t too bad.

         Jakob joined her. ‘Come on, you need to sleep too. Strom is doing the first shift. I’ll wake you when it’s your turn.’

         ‘In a moment.’ She stared up at the clear, star-filled sky.

         ‘What are you thinking?’

         ‘I’m not thinking, I’m asking. I’m saying, please can we have no more surprises, no soldiers, and please can we get there safely and dry.’

         Would her plea be answered?
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        Chapter 28
      

         

         Kizzy could hear someone calling her name in her dream. She couldn’t see who, but they were shaking her and the shouting was getting louder. She opened her eyes. It wasn’t a dream: Jakob was waking her up. Kizzy sighed. It must be her turn on watch.

         She stretched and opened her eyes properly. The sky looked mauve with tendrils of apricot sunlight stretching through it. Half a moon still hung in the sky. ‘Jakob, it’s nearly daybreak. The sun is slowly coming up. I was supposed to take over from you a couple of hours ago.’

         Jakob plonked himself next to her. ‘I thought after yesterday you needed the sleep. I covered most of your session.’

         Kizzy rubbed at her eyes as she sat up. ‘You must be exhausted.’ She leant against him. ‘You’re a star! Thank you.’

         He ruffled her hair. ‘It’s what friends do. But I think we must leave as soon as we can. If needs be, we can lift the children that are still asleep into the cart. What do you think?’

         ‘Splendid. I’m glad you’re my friend.’ She couldn’t stop herself asking, ‘Do you think we’re going to make it?’

         He smiled at her. ‘Whatever happens, we’re going to do our best, like we always do.’

         Kizzy liked Jakob’s positivity. He nearly always saw the good in things and people. ‘Right, let’s get sorted. I want to heat some daisies again for Anna and Zivan, just to give them another dose. What else do we need to do?’

         ‘Do you want to make some coffee and I was thinking peaches for breakfast? I’ll tack up some of the horses ready and pack up the cart again.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Will you help me up?’

         Jakob pulled her arms gently. ‘There you go. Anything else, miss?’

         ‘Yes … don’t call me “miss”!’ She grinned at him.

         The two went off and did their jobs as quietly as they could, not to disturb the others. Kizzy and Jakob knew how to work together. There didn’t need to be a lot of talking. They understood. Kizzy smiled to herself as she boiled the daisies. She liked their companionable silence.

         After a while, Strom stirred. He came across to them. ‘You two have done a lot. You should’ve woken me.’

         ‘You needed your sleep. There’s coffee there and peaches. Help yourself. I’m going give this to Anna and Zivan.’ She left the two boys talking about plans.

         She woke Anna first, as gently as she could. ‘How are you feeling?’ Anna still looked very pale. ‘I want you to drink a bit more of this. Just to make sure we’ve beaten the fever.’

         She grimaced but drank what she was given. ‘I’m never going to look at daisies in the same way. My head has stopped pounding though. That has to be good, hasn’t it?’

         Kizzy grinned before waking Zivan. He also pulled a face when Kizzy told him he had to drink more.

         ‘I know, but you want to keep being better, don’t you?’

         One blink.

         ‘Is your head still hurting?’

         Two blinks.

         ‘That is wonderful news. Your throat?’ Kizzy felt hers so he knew for definite what she was talking about.

         Two blinks.

         Kizzy ruffled his hair. ‘This makes me very happy.’ She said to both of them, ‘There are peaches over there if you’re hungry.’

         One blink.

         Anna got up slowly, taking his hand. ‘Come on, I’ll take you.’

         ‘Anna,’ Kizzy warned, ‘don’t push yourself too hard today.’

         Anna tilted her head.

         Kizzy nodded. She knew what Anna was thinking. Relaxing wasn’t an option.

         They joined the boys by the fire. Kizzy grabbed a mug of coffee and a fork to eat some peaches with. ‘Does anyone know what this next path is like? It’s around another mountain, isn’t it? Hopefully, no more soldiers!’

         ‘Soldiers?’ Anna looked confused.

         Jakob smiled. ‘Don’t worry. Kizzy spotted some yesterday, but they were going in the opposite direction.’

         ‘No one told me!’

         Kizzy just said, ‘Because of course, you were well enough to deal with that worry? Let’s look at the route.’

         She unfolded the map in front of Jakob, Strom and Anna. Damek had woken up and strolled over to join them.

         They traced their fingers along the contours of the mountain and down the path. Kizzy could see very few villages or farms around, so they should be safe.

         ‘Is it my imagination or does the path look a little narrow around this corner?’ she asked.

         Jakob and Strom disagreed.

         Damek spoke quietly, ‘I think Kizzy might be right.’

         Strom frowned. ‘That’s just the way the map’s drawn. It’s fine.’

         Kizzy looked at them both. They appeared so confident yet, deep in her stomach, something niggled away. She couldn’t shake it. Kizzy prayed she was wrong and that the fever and the rain were the most dangerous things they had to face today.

         ‘Let’s fill the water bottles,’ said Jakob. He handed some to Strom.

         Kizzy had forgotten water. She went to the brook, putting her canteen in deep with one hand and splashing her face with the other.

         They sorted the bottles and repacked the cart. They lifted Zivan in first because he was awake. Next were the three sleeping girls. Jakob scooped Matylda up in his arms. She didn’t wake. Strom stood in the cart, waiting.

         Kizzy helped Jakob lift the sleeping girl high enough for Strom to get his arms underneath her. He nearly toppled backwards. Matylda was only a little smaller than him, so it wasn’t easy. Strom placed her next to Zivan, who stroked his sister’s hair.

         ‘Who’d have thought we could do that without waking her!’ said Strom.

         One blink. Zivan grinned.

         The next two were a little easier as they were smaller. Jakob took Helenka, while Kizzy scooped up Zuzu.

         Again they passed the sleeping children to Strom, who placed them carefully into the cart. He tucked the blankets around them. ‘Done!’ He put a thumbs up.

         ‘That wasn’t as easy as I thought,’ said Jakob. ‘Small girls can be surprisingly heavy when asleep.’

         Kizzy thumped his shoulder.

         ‘Time to go, everyone? Are we ready?’ she asked.

         Strom, Jakob, Anna and Damek all nodded. Everyone moved over to their horses. Kizzy glanced over at the fire, but she needn’t have worried. Someone, Jakob, she assumed, had covered it with dirt, so it was well and truly out.

         Strom got Xandra ready to lead the cart again. Jakob held Eda, all tacked up and ready to go.

         Kizzy bustled over to Eda and mounted the horse. Slipping her feet into the irons, she gathered up the reins. She said, ‘Thank you, Jakob. Same as yesterday, Anna and I are at the front, and you, Damek and Strom, with the cart at the back. Is that all right?’

         ‘Works for me,’ said Damek, turning Honza round and round, as the dark bay seemed unsettled. ‘I’d like to get going, though. Honza feels the need to move.’

         Kizzy got the hint. She nodded at Anna, who had, at last, a slight pink blush to her very pale cheeks, much to Kizzy’s relief. ‘Wagons ho, everybody!’ She waved her hand in the air as if she had a cowboy hat.

         All the horses headed out of the clearing, the sound echoing around the mountain, a cacophony of hooves and a cloud of dust once again.

         Kizzy felt the fur under Eda’s mane, warm and soft. Her skin twitched. The saddle creaked as she moved. ‘Here we go again, Eda. We can do this, can’t we?’

         The mare’s ears twitched to and fro.

         ‘Thank you for looking after me yesterday.’

         The horse snorted and bobbed her head.

         Kizzy smiled. ‘You’re also the most incredible colour. If you were clipped, I bet you’d shine like gold. Come on, let’s go.’ She squeezed her legs, and the mare responded easily.

         They were off.
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        Chapter 29
      

         

         The track wasn’t quite as wide as it wound through the trees towards the next mountain. She could smell pine and damp moss. Some of the riderless horses drifted among the trees but they all stayed close enough, following Anna and Kizzy as they moved forward.

         Up above, through the leaves, Kizzy could see the sky’s deep azure blue.

         ‘Let’s hope we get no rain today. Are you really feeling better?’ she asked Anna, moving alongside her friend’s dapple-grey horse. ‘Does the cut feel all right? I haven’t checked it.’

         Anna touched her head. ‘I’m fine!’ she answered, not looking at Kizzy.

         ‘And now for the honest answer, please.’ Kizzy laughed.

         Anna glanced at her, looking slightly embarrassed, ‘I feel very tired and what my mama used to call “washed out”. I always thought it was such a strange phrase, but it’s so true. I feel like someone has taken hold of me and wrung me out like an old dishcloth.’ She sat up straight as if trying to prove something to Kizzy. ‘I’m all right though, really I am.’

         ‘I know you are. Just take it slowly today.’ Kizzy added, ‘If we can!’ Feeling restless, she said, ‘Are you up for getting this lot moving faster? Could you trot?’

         Anna nodded. They pushed their horses on.

         The wind blew through the trees, and it felt to Kizzy as if they were singing a song. For a moment, the war, the soldiers, and all the atrocities they’d seen seemed so far away.

         This wasn’t the first time Kizzy had felt like this. She looked back at Jakob. If only she could talk to him about their last rescue attempt, but she knew they needed to keep looking forwards. Time was short. Kizzy felt the pressure to get these horses around this mountain as quickly as possible.

         After a while, the trees thinned and the slopes got steeper, leading them away from the wood. The path didn’t go directly up the mountain; it went across and up the side. The herd drifted back onto the path, following Anna and Kizzy.

         If Kizzy stood in her stirrups and turned back, she could see Strom with the cart, Jakob and Damek now behind them. She could see that Zuzu was sitting beside Strom again. They appeared to be concentrating hard. All the other children were awake too, watching carefully what was happening.

         But then Kizzy looked forward and gulped. Up ahead she could see how narrow the path was. It twisted around the side.

         ‘Eda, this could be tricky,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s slow right down so everyone has to do the same.’ She decided not to tell the others why. They didn’t need to be frightened. She could worry for everyone.

         As she led the way along the path, scree slipped down at Eda’s hooves. Kizzy held her breath, watching rocks tumbling and rolling down the side of the mountain. Luckily, the path stayed stable. The herd nipped and jostled each other behind her.

         Anna rode closer. ‘Are we going to be able to do this?’

         Kizzy turned in her saddle. She knew she couldn’t lie to Anna. ‘I’m hoping so, but it’s going to be tough. Keep them tight and we’ll take it very slowly.’

         Anna’s face looked strained, her lips thin. She nodded before focusing on riding Bilko.

         Guided by Kizzy, Eda took it steadily, placing each hoof carefully as they moved forward at a slow walk.

         Relief swept over Kizzy as she went around the corner and saw that the path headed downhill on the other side. She signalled to Anna that it was safer there.

         The herd behind her started to get nervous as they pushed and shoved each other, snorting, impatient to be down the mountain and on solid ground. They could clearly feel the danger, the momentum of the slope pulling them downwards. Kizzy kept the pace slow, trying not to look at the drop to one side. One glance at the rocks tumbling and smashing their way to the bottom had been enough.

         Suddenly, Eda trod on a loose rock and stumbled, shooting Kizzy forward out of the saddle onto Eda’s neck. Kizzy gasped. ‘Woah, Eda!’ she said, gripping the reins and the horse’s mane as hard as she could as she struggled not to fall.

         Horse and girl stared down the precipice.

         Kizzy slowly shifted her weight backwards, as far as she could, not daring to breathe. Eda inched back with her, using all her strength to right herself. Finally she had her balance again, snorting and shaking her head. Kizzy sank back into the saddle, feeling very shaken.

         Kizzy didn’t want to think about what would happen to them if they fell. Memories of Heinz and Monte flashed through her mind again. Shaking her head, she tried to push the images away. They made her feel sick.

         ‘Focus,’ she said to herself, patting Eda’s neck. ‘You need to concentrate on now, not the past.’ Giving herself a good talking to, she stared ahead along the path.

         The horses clattered behind her as they headed down the mountain. Suddenly, she heard Strom shout. Kizzy turned around to see Zuzu slipping off the side of the cart as it struggled to get around the corner. The small girl emitted a high-pitched scream, unlike anything Kizzy had heard before, as she toppled over the side. Strom dived towards to the side and grabbed hold of her falling body with one arm.

         Kizzy screamed, ‘Zuzu!’

         The tiny girl dangled over the edge of the cart, clinging on to Strom’s arm. He had his right arm wrapped around her, while he gripped the reins and tried to manoeuvre the cart around the corner using his left hand. Kizzy could see the strain and fear etched across his face.

         Xandra struggled to pull the cart forward. Wood grated against rock. The black mare’s ears were flat back. The horse was beginning to panic. Kizzy could see Jakob and Damek stuck behind them, fear imprinted on their faces.

         She jumped down and threw the reins at Anna. ‘Take Eda’s reins. I need to get back. I can push my way through the herd.’

         ‘Shall I stop them?’ Anna sounded confused.

         ‘No, whatever you do, don’t stop them. Keep them going down the path. The last thing we want is a stampede.’

         Kizzy looked her in the eye, trying to stay as calm as possible. ‘Anna, this is important. You need to take them slowly down the path. Trust me and don’t look back. We’ll meet you at the bottom.’

         ‘Are you mad?’

         ‘Anna, I don’t have time to discuss this.’ Kizzy knew she was being hard. She gently slapped Bilko on his rump. ‘I’ll see you in a bit.’
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        Chapter 30
      

         

         Not waiting for Anna’s response, Kizzy set off against the tide of horses jostling for space as they walked down the path. She kept clicking her tongue and saying, ‘It’s all right, let me through,’ as she patted them, trying to get back up the hill as fast as she could. The horses nudged her, pushing their muzzles or butts into her face. Kizzy soon realised they had nowhere to move to. She couldn’t get through.

         Thinking quickly, she pulled herself onto the back of one of the horses, a small chestnut mare. The herd still drifted down the path.

         Carefully, Kizzy stood up, putting her arms out to balance. She allowed her feet and legs to move with the horse. She knew there could be no hesitation here. If she fell, she’d be trampled.

         Kizzy gulped. ‘Here we go!’

         Focusing on Xandra, she stepped from back to back, landing gently, rebalancing. She could feel each horse move beneath her. She startled the horses, but luckily none bucked or reared. Kizzy held her breath each time she stepped forward. All that messing about with Jakob balancing on the horses’ backs at the Schloss seemed to pay off. She felt like she was dancing. In her head, it seemed to take forever, but she soon got to Xandra.

         Jakob shouted, ‘Go Kizzy!’ when she finally landed in front of the cart.

         The cart was tilted to one side, its wheels half off the track and half on. Strom still had hold of Zuzu in one hand, the reins in the other, but he was right at the edge of the seat of the cart. Zuzu was dangling over the drop. The small girl’s face, pale and tear-stained, eyes wide with fear, stared up at her brother. The other children stood behind him in the cart, holding on to each other, crying.

         At the back of the cart, she could see Jakob was using his full weight to keep the cart on the track by leaning against it and pulling on the side with all his might. Damek had hold of his horse, Krasava. Both horses were dancing around.

         Strom didn’t look like he could hold on for much longer.

         ‘Zu, stay calm. I won’t let go, I promise,’ she heard Strom say.

         Taking hold of Xandra’s bridle, Kizzy shouted, ‘Strom, I’ve got hold of Xandra.’ The mare tossed her head in the air at the sound of Kizzy’s voice. ‘Sssh, girl, I know that was loud. I didn’t mean it.’

         Strom let go of the reins, reached down and grabbed his sister with both hands, dragging her small body up onto the cart.

         Kizzy watched, her heart in her mouth. Xandra’s eyes rolled in fear. She snatched at her bit, froth forming at the side of her mouth.

         Strom and Zuzu both fell back into the cart with a thud. All the children in the cart cheered and cried, scaring the mare further.

         Kizzy held on to the bridle tightly and looked straight at the mare. Speaking carefully and gently, she said, ‘Xandra, you’re all right. I know it’s frightening, but I’m going to keep you safe. Trust me.’

         The horse stared back at her, panting. Kizzy didn’t move. She focused completely on keeping eye contact.

         Slowly Xandra settled. She pawed at the ground. Kizzy scratched the horse’s neck. The girl talked rubbish at the mare in a low, calm voice. Streaks of sweat left white marks on the horse’s black coat. The panic in her eyes eased.

         Finally, Kizzy broke eye contact with Xandra and looked beyond to Strom and Jakob.

         ‘Are you all right? Are we ready to get this cart moving?’

         Strom’s white face nodded at her. She could see red marks and bruises forming on his arms where the cart had dug into him as he held onto Zuzu.

         Jakob’s strained voice said, ‘Yes, let’s get this done.’

         She stroked Xandra’s face gently before taking hold of the bridle again. ‘Now Xandra…’ She focused on the mare’s eyes once more, maintaining eye contact. ‘We’re going to get this cart going. You can do this.’ She clicked her tongue and gently pulled on the bridle.

         Strom took his seat on the cart and took up the reins. Xandra appeared startled, and Kizzy wasn’t sure if she’d move. She could feel sweat trickling down her back. Pulling slightly harder on the bridle, she said, ‘Come on, Xandra. You’re a good girl. Let’s get these children down to safety.’

         The final sentence seemed to be the magic one. Xandra lowered her head slightly, in a bob, before slowly straining to take the weight of the cart and stepping forward one hoof at a time. Kizzy guided her carefully. ‘That’s it, girl.’

         She could hear Jakob groaning as he pushed. Yet again the crunching sound of wood against rock reverberated around the mountains, but Kizzy was relieved it wasn’t splintering.

         Very carefully, the horse moved forward, bringing the cart with her. Her ears were still pinned back, but her eyes never left Kizzy’s face. Kizzy kept her features soft, with a slight smile, suggesting a confidence she didn’t feel. She kept talking, reassuring the horse. Her eyes flicked between the mare’s and checking back on Strom and Jakob.

         Her friend kept all his weight pushed against the cart, grunting and groaning as he pushed against the wood. She could just see the top of Jakob’s head poking above the cart. The children sitting inside were pale-faced and silent now, holding tight on to each other.

         A tumble of rocks startled both Kizzy and Xandra. Jakob’s head disappeared.

         ‘Jakob!’ she shouted, terrified she’d lost her best friend.

         Relief swept over her as a hand appeared above the cart, waving. ‘I’m here, I slipped. It’s all right.’

         Kizzy rested her head against Xandra’s forehead and let out a deep sigh.

         ‘Remind me, Xandra, if anyone ever asks me to rescue horses again, to say no! I’m not sure my heart can take the strain. I can’t lose Jakob … but don’t tell him.’ She checked everyone was back in their positions, and started again. ‘Here we go, last bit and we’ll be around the corner. You can do it.’

         The mare put everything into the last pull, heaving the cart round the twist of the corner. They landed firmly on a straight section of the path, but the downward slope made the cart speed up, taking everyone by surprise. Jakob fell to the floor with a thud. Kizzy threw herself against the mountain wall as Xandra and the cart flew past her.

         ‘Woah, that was close!’

         Strom pulled the mare to a halt. It wasn’t easy, but he did it. ‘Is everyone all right?’

         Jakob stood up, brushing himself down. Clouds of dust came off his clothes. ‘Just my ego is a little bruised, otherwise all good. You could’ve told me you didn’t need me any longer!’

         He looked around. ‘Kizzy, Kizzy, where are you?’ There was an edge of panic in his voice.

         This time it was her turn to put her hand up and wave. Her body was pinned between the cart and the mountain. ‘I’m all right,’ she called.

         Wriggling, she eventually managed to crawl out from underneath the cart. ‘Here I am!’ She jumped to her feet, smiling at Jakob and the others. ‘Hadn’t we better get everybody down the hill? Anna’ll be wondering where we are. Zuzu, are you all right now?’

         The tiny girl nodded, still very pale.

         ‘It might be an idea for this bit of the journey, if you sit in the back with the other children.’ Kizzy looked up at Strom for approval.

         ‘Yes, I think that’s a wonderful idea,’ he said. ‘Zuzu, you could sit with Helenka and Matylda. They’ll look after you, won’t you?’

         The girls smiled. Matylda put up her arms to Zuzu. ‘Come and sit with us. There’s plenty of room. You can sit with Zivan and Helenka. We can keep each other warm and see what birds we can spot.’

         Kizzy nodded briefly at Matylda, thankful for her cooperation. Turning back to Strom, she said, ‘You’re going to have to lead us down the mountain. There’s not enough space for me to get a horse in front. You know the way anyway. Do you feel well enough to do that after your shock with Zuzu or do you want me to take your place?’

         Strom looked shaken. ‘No. Thank you, but I’m fine. I can lead us down.’

         Kizzy grinned at him. She knew he could. ‘Excellent. I’m going to ride Margita.’ But when she walked back, she realised the mare was no longer tied to the back of the cart. ‘Where’s Margita?’

         ‘I’ve got her!’ shouted Damek. She saw he was holding on to the three horses. He looked very small on the huge bay, Honza, but he was clearly strong.

         Jakob retrieved Krasava. He mounted his pale golden Kinsky and patted her neck. ‘Let’s hope for no more dramas.’ He explained to Kizzy, ‘I untied them because the sound of the screeching wood was frightening them.’

         ‘That makes sense. Here, Damek, I’ll take Ferda and tie him back up.’ She tied the bay up quickly before collecting Margita and jumping onto the dapple grey’s back.

         Jakob said, ‘Impressive acrobatics!’ He grinned at her.

         Gathering up the reins, she smiled at both Damek and Jakob. ‘Thank you, I’d rather not have to do it again, though. It’s more than a little scary!’

         Looking ahead, she shouted at Strom, ‘We’re ready. Let’s go!’

         Kizzy watched the boy twitch the reins and heard him click his tongue. Xandra’s ears pricked, and she moved forward slowly. She seemed a lot more settled.

         Margita was a very different ride to Eda, so Kizzy had to focus. Though she appeared more solid, she tended to snatch at her bit. ‘Come on, Margita. Let’s find Anna!’

         She moved close to Damek. ‘So you were right about the corner, but we might not mention it,’ said Kizzy quietly.

         Damek looked across at her and nodded. ‘I think that’s a very good decision.’ He winked at her. This made her smile. For someone so young he had quite a cheeky side.

         They all headed down the path. The journey from then on felt quite uneventful. Kizzy and Jakob chatted with Damek, who told them about his past.

         With his tufty blond hair and round wired glasses, he looked so small, perched up on Honza’s back, but he was in total control of his horse. To Kizzy, he looked as if he should be surrounded by books in school, not running free with orphaned children.

         His story was a familiar one. He and his sister had escaped from the Nazis when their parents had hidden them on their farm. The Nazis had killed their parents when they’d found them helping prisoners of war to escape. He and his sister had hidden and survived, but his sister had died shortly afterwards from a cough.

         He looked across at them both. ‘I couldn’t save her!’ Kizzy saw the same haunted look in his eyes as she’d seen in so many people who had seen too much and felt too much in this war.

         ‘You did your best, Damek. It’s not easy.’ Jakob touched the younger boy’s arm as they rode side by side.

         Damek told them that Anna had heard about his parents’ murders and had gone to the farm to see if she could find anyone alive. She’d found him still in hiding and brought him back to join the Gerfunden Kinder.

         ‘Anna saved me,’ said Damek. ‘She’s so kind.’

         Behind his glasses, Kizzy could see his eyes sparkling with unshed tears. He looked away. She was amazed again at how special and brave Anna was. How brave all these children were.

         A silence hung between the three as they rode on, all lost in their own stories. Kizzy thought how different all their lives could have been if people hadn’t been there for them.

         The trees across the valley were a patchwork of greens and the birds serenaded them as they descended, with the clatter of the hooves creating a rhythmic soundtrack for their journey.

         The silence was shattered when Strom shouted, ‘Look, I can see Anna and the herd down there.’ He pointed to her. ‘She’s waving.’

         Kizzy felt a wayward tear trickle down her cheek. She rubbed it away. She’d never been so relieved to see anyone.
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        Chapter 31
      

         

         ‘I was beginning to worry that you weren’t coming!’ said Anna. ‘I kept hearing gunshots in the distance. I thought you were in trouble.’

         ‘Like we’d leave you alone with all these horses.’ Jakob smiled at her. ‘Hopefully, the gunshots are far away. The sound can echo around the mountains.’

         Kizzy looked around. Gunshots frightened her. The herd appeared to be quite spread out. It would be hard work to bring them all together. She said nothing, though. Anna had done a good job to get them all into the clearing on her own.

         ‘I think we’re all shattered. Shall we look at the map and see if we can risk staying here tonight?’ she suggested to the others.

         Conveniently, a stream tumbled off the mountain, but she knew it was no accident. Strom and Jakob had planned the route carefully to make sure the horses were catered for all the way. Many of them stood drinking in it now.

         Everyone jumped down from their horses and the cart. The younger children ran to the stream, splashing in the water, giggling, and drinking at the same time.

         Kizzy put the map flat on the floor.

         Strom and Jakob both pointed at the clearing. ‘This is where we are.’ Jakob glanced up at them all. ‘The plan had been to get here.’ He moved his fingers to another clearing.

         Kizzy tried to get a sense of how everyone else felt. ‘I think we’re all too tired to go further today, and the horses are too. That journey was so stressful. I may be wrong, but I think it’d be a good idea to rest here tonight and leave extra early tomorrow?’ Glancing down at the map, she asked the boys, ‘Where do we have to get to tomorrow?’

         Jakob showed her. ‘This looks like it is going to be a checkpoint. Ideally, we should get through that tomorrow.’ He glanced around. ‘We don’t want to hang around.’

         As if to reinforce his fears, the sound of more gunshots ricocheted around the mountains. Everyone stopped. The smaller children’s panic-stricken faces turned to the older ones for reassurance.

         Jakob and Kizzy both looked up at the mountains. ‘They are not as close as they sound. In the mountains, the sound travels further,’ Jakob said, putting his hand to his eyes as he searched for any signs of danger.

         ‘Jakob’s right, you don’t need to be scared, but we can’t be complacent,’ Kizzy added. ‘You must keep quiet and stay within the camp. No wandering off. And we can’t use the guns to hunt with, in case the sound attracts attention.’

         All the small children nodded, moving back to their game in the stream, but all unnaturally quiet.

         The older ones focused back on the map.

         Anna sighed. ‘Do you think we can go that far?’

         Strom stepped in. ‘There’s another possibility. Jakob and I found a different route, but it’s slightly more dangerous. It’s nearer roads and there is more chance of being seen, but it’s a bit shorter. As Jakob said, it would give us the potential for a different crossing too.’

         Zuzu hung around his neck, peering over his shoulder at the map.

         Kizzy could see the marks and scrapes on his arms from where he’d saved his sister were turning into purple bruises. A vivid reminder of what they’d just been through.

         ‘We’re all so tired. I don’t think we should decide until tomorrow morning. Let’s gather up the horses, eat something and get some sleep,’ said Kizzy.

         Anna stood with her hands on her hips, dark smudges under her eyes. ‘I think that’s a great idea,’ she said, trying to stifle a yawn.

         Jakob moved over to his horse, gathering up the reins. ‘Why don’t Damek and I gather up the horses? Kizzy, do you want to come too, or do you need a rest?’

         Kizzy thought about this. Every bone in her body ached, but she wasn’t ready to sit down yet. ‘I’ll come with you. Strom, would you get the ropes ready and start the fire up?’

         Strom kicked hard at a loose stone. ‘We’ve got a problem, though,’ he said. ‘I think I lost my matches when I rescued Zu. Look!’ As if to prove the point, he dragged both his pockets out of his trousers to show they were empty. ‘Now what are we going to do?’ he snapped.

         Everyone else checked their pockets. Nothing.

         ‘What are we going to do?’ said Anna.

         ‘Mine got wet when I fell in the water. I know I’m stupid,’ said Jakob.

         ‘You can say that again.’ Kizzy heard Strom mutter under his breath. Not loud enough for anyone else other than her to hear. He seemed very unhappy about something.

         ‘I used the last of mine last night because I thought we had plenty,’ she sighed before looking up, smiling. ‘I think I’ve got an idea.’ Kizzy stood up.

         ‘Of course, she would have!’ Strom looked irritated again.

         Kizzy sighed, too tired to deal with this. She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry I had an idea. If you’d rather I didn’t, we’ll just go and get the horses.’ She turned away, her head down.

         Jakob stopped her. ‘Don’t feel like that, Kiz. I think we’ve all been stressed today with what happened and some of us may have read that map wrongly, adding to the stress. I for one am certain we need your help; I think someone needs to remember that you survived on your own in the woods for a very long time and that’s why you know these things. You’re not showing off. Just trying to help us all.’

         Anna pushed Strom. ‘I also think someone needs to apologise.’

         Strom muttered, ‘Sorry.’

         Kizzy tried to stand tall. She didn’t want Strom knowing how much he’d hurt her. ‘While I’m gone, could you build the fire in the tepee style? You know the way,’ she said to Jakob, who nodded back.

         She disappeared into the wood at a run. When she was far enough away from the camp, she let the tears flow in great gulping sobs. She vowed to herself that she would keep quiet from now onwards. Why did people have to be like that? Why couldn’t they be like Jakob and Heinz? When would she see Heinz again?

         Pulling herself together, she wiped her face again with her handkerchief, smelling the distinct scent of the countess still on the cotton. Stuffing it roughly in her pocket, she said to herself, ‘Come on, you need to get sorted.’

         Looking around, she soon saw what she was looking for − a bird’s nest. Climbing up carefully, Kizzy checked it was an old, disused one. Then, carrying it very gently, she headed back to the camp.

         Jakob ran to meet her. He saw her face. ‘Are you all right?’

         ‘I am now.’

         ‘Don’t let him get to you.’ He looked at the nest. ‘Kizzy?’

         ‘Don’t look like that. Of course, it’s a disused nest. Who do you think I am? I checked to see if it had eggs or chicks in. It hasn’t been used for quite a while. You’re almost as bad as him.’

         Jakob looked hurt.

         Kizzy nudged him. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I think we’re all tired and short-tempered. Come on, let’s do some magic.’

         They walked into the centre of the camp.

         Strom stood and planted his feet apart. ‘It’s great tinder, but you still can’t light it … can you?’

         Jakob faced up to him. ‘Really, Strom? Just be patient and watch. How about a little support? Who helped you save your sister earlier today?’

         Kizzy sighed, conscious that this could blow up into a real argument and she didn’t want that. ‘Damek, can you lend me your glasses?’

         The boy looked surprised but handed them over.

         Jakob grinned at Kizzy. He’d clearly worked out what she intended to do. ‘I remember this. Heinz showed us in one of his classes.’ Jakob looked at everyone. ‘We couldn’t go to school but Heinz made me and then both of us do classes every day. He is big on education. Somebody was obviously paying attention,’ he laughed.

         Kizzy raised her eyebrows at Jakob. However, she could feel Strom’s eyes boring into her, waiting for her to fail.

         Kneeling on the floor, her hands shaking slightly, she placed the bird’s nest in a gap under the tepee of twigs. Kizzy then carefully angled the glasses, so she focused the sunlight onto the bird’s nest. Slowly, smoke and a glowing ember appeared. She leant forward and began to blow gently on the nest. The sparks from the ember caught alight. Small flames licked at the fragile framework of the nest. Kizzy kept blowing gently until certain the nest was fully alight. Wisps of smoke drifted upward.

         ‘Go Kizzy!’ shouted Jakob.

         Kizzy cringed, worried this would annoy Strom more. She carried on blowing at the flames until the twigs caught too. It wasn’t long before they had a fire burning well enough for them to cook on and to keep them warm. Everyone clapped, except Strom, who walked away.

         Kizzy handed Damek his glasses back. ‘Thank you for lending them to me.’

         She turned to Anna. ‘Sorry to ask you again, but do you mind going through what food we’ve got left in the cart and seeing if there is enough to feed us? If not, I’ll go out to see what I can find or…’ she shouted to Strom, ‘you could catch something for us if you like?’

         Strom blustered a little. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got first, then I’ll see what I can catch.’

         Kizzy smiled at him. ‘That sounds like a plan.’

         Strom and Anna headed off. The remainder of the children still played quietly, seemingly oblivious of the festering mood in the camp. Kizzy was too tired to cope with it all. As she walked towards Jakob, she told herself nothing else could possibly go wrong tonight.

         ‘Oh no!’ Just as she thought that, she spotted Eda standing slightly awkwardly with her near fore hoof resting on its tip. Kizzy ran over to her. ‘Have you got a problem?’ She ran her hand down the mare’s leg, and to her relief she could feel no heat. ‘That’s good, no infection. Let’s look at this hoof.’

         Leaning slightly against the mare, Kizzy lifted Eda’s leg and gently pulled it between her two legs, cupping the hoof in one hand and supporting the leg with her knees. Gently she brushed away the mud, exposing the soft flesh by the hoof.

         ‘I see the problem. You’ve got a bruise. It’s not bad. I bet you got it when you trod on the rock earlier.’ Kizzy lowered the hoof down before patting Eda. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get you a soothing poultice sorted.’

         Kizzy walked back to Jakob and Damek. She half-smiled before pulling herself up onto Margita’s back. ‘Ready? I’ve some extra bits I need while we’re out. I need to create a poultice.’

         Jakob raised his eyebrows and Damek said, ‘Yes, let’s go.’
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        Chapter 32
      

         

         The three children rode their horses through the trees at a walk, slowly encouraging all the other horses back into the corral that Strom had created with the ropes. Kizzy then set off on her own to gather up the herbs and plants she needed for the poultice.

         Having found them, Kizzy manoeuvred between the trees, using her legs and the reins to guide Margita. Catching Jakob’s eye as they met up again, tucking themselves behind the trees, out of earshot of Damek, she said, ‘This feels a little familiar, doesn’t it?’

         Jakob grinned. ‘It certainly does. At least Heinz isn’t shouting at us this time.’

         She pulled a face. ‘No, just Strom! Jakob, are we going make it? I need to see Heinz again.’

         He met her gaze, equally serious. ‘Ignore Strom. It’s the pressure. You want an honest answer to your question?’

         ‘Yes.’

         Margita danced around, snatching at her bit.

         Jakob sighed. ‘I’m not sure. We can but try, Kiz. We’ll do our best to get back.’ He looked sad. ‘Heinz is going to be devastated when he hears what Faber did.’

         That wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear but knew he was right. ‘Poor Heinz, we must make sure he knows it wasn’t his fault.’

         Damek trotted up. ‘Nearly done! Just those two over there.’

         He pointed at two chestnut geldings grazing. Kizzy knew they mustn’t startle them because that could panic the entire group. Jakob and Damek placed themselves behind and on one side of the horses. Kizzy moved alongside, not within touching distance but near enough to make them want to look at Margita.

         She stood there waiting, waiting for them to lift their heads. Heinz and John had always told her to be patient with horses. It felt like a lifetime, but eventually, the chestnuts looked up, glancing around before focusing on Margita. The mare stared back at them. Kizzy pushed Margita on. The mare moved off slowly, still maintaining eye contact.

         The chestnuts didn’t budge. Kizzy let out a deep sigh and slumped in her saddle. She was about to look back when she heard movement behind her. There they were. The chestnuts were following her, with Jakob on one side and Damek with a huge grin on his face on the other. She led the small troop back into the corral. Once they were all in, Jakob jumped down and tied the ropes across.

         Kizzy slipped her feet out of the irons. She let her legs hang down, leaning forward till she lay on the mare’s neck. ‘Margita, I’m so tired. Thank you for helping me.’ Patting her soft mane, Kizzy jumped down and started to untack her, settling her down.

         Strom stood waiting for her. He appeared quite uncomfortable, pulling at his jumper. ‘Kizzy … look … I’m sorry for what I said earlier. I didn’t mean to be such an idiot. I don’t know what I was thinking, let alone saying.’

         Kizzy turned to him. She could see how mortified he was. ‘Strom, we’re all so tired, don’t worry. It’s normally me being the idiot.’

         Strom didn’t seem willing to let it go that easily. He pushed at the ground with his toe. ‘I could say that my dad brought me up to think it’s always the men who do everything, but it wasn’t that.’

         He sat on a nearby log with a thump and put his head in his hands.

         Kizzy stopped unbuckling the bridle. She had a feeling he needed to get something off his chest. It soon came.

         ‘Ever since Zuzu became ill, I’ve tried to be strong and in charge. I want her to think I can do everything and always look after her.’ He looked up. ‘Kizzy, she became so ill so quickly. I know it wasn’t my fault. That I didn’t give her polio. But Kizzy … she was playing with me just before she got ill.’ He took a big gulp. ‘Before the fever started. What if…?’

         The pain in his eyes made Kizzy’s heart ache. He rubbed his eyes. ‘I promised I would make sure I look after her. I must protect her. Then today I nearly killed her because I misread the map.’ He pushed his hand through his hair. ‘What if she’d fallen?’

         Kizzy knew he was hurting and blaming himself for everything, but this wasn’t helping anyone. ‘But Strom, she didn’t, and as Jakob said, it wasn’t just you that thought that was the right path.’

         She could see that Strom wasn’t listening to her. He tore a piece of bark off the log. Everything that had worried him for years came tumbling out.

         ‘It doesn’t help that Jakob’s right. You two come along and you’re so in control. You know everything and have done so much.’ His head drooped again. ‘I’ve done nothing. I felt jealous. I’m so sorry.’ Strom looked heartbroken and embarrassed. ‘Anna’s given me a right telling off. She’s never been that angry with me before.’

         Kizzy’s heart crunched. She knew exactly how Strom felt.

         She said, ‘I want to say “please don’t feel like that”, but I get it. When I first met Heinz and Jakob, I was a bit jealous of Jakob.’ Kizzy piled the tack together and patted Margita’s rump. She sat on the log near Strom.

         ‘He seemed to know everything too.’ She picked up a stick. ‘But do you know what, Strom?’ She pointed the stick at him before digging it into the ground. ‘I found out he was jealous of me because he thought I knew everything. Daft, isn’t it? It seems to be a natural thing.’ She peeled some of the bark off the stick. ‘Listen, I think you’re doing an amazing job with Zuzu and Helenka. You’re an incredible brother. You’ve kept your family together. You should be proud of what you’ve done, instead of being so hard on yourself.’

         Snapping the stick in two, she looked at him. ‘I’m lucky to have found Jakob and Heinz. I only know the things I do because I had to survive. That’s all. The same way you’ve learnt stuff to make sure you and your sisters survive. We’re no different, you and I.’ She briefly touched his shoulder.

         Strom nodded.

         She grinned at him. ‘Let’s be friends and you try to remember how brilliant you are.’ Kizzy smiled. ‘Right, I’m starving, so can we eat? And I’ve a poultice to make.’

         She stuck her head in the air and took a deep sniff. A delicious smell wafted over the camp. ‘Smell that! Come on!’
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        Chapter 33
      

         

         Kizzy and Strom joined the others sitting round the fire. ‘What are we eating? It smells lovely. The fire seems to have worked well?’

         Anna grinned and passed her a plate with some sausages, potatoes and carrots on. ‘Definitely, and you made some excellent choices when you grabbed the cans. We’ve got canned vegetables that Cook preserved and there were some of the incredible wursts that she made herself.’

         All the talking stopped as everyone ate, savouring the wonderful taste of the food and the warmth of the fire.

         After a bit, Jakob said, ‘That’s a good sausage.’

         Kizzy spluttered, talking with her mouth full, ‘That’s not just a good sausage. I think it is the best one I’ve ever tasted.’ She wiped her mouth, relishing the spices. ‘Sorry, everyone, but it absolutely is.’

         Everyone laughed at her.

         Kizzy watched them all. They seemed quite bright-eyed considering how exhausted they must be and Zivan showed no sign of the fever he’d had the other day. She couldn’t bear to think how much fear they’d known in their short lives. Kizzy knew she had to get them to safety. This journey wasn’t only about the horses now.

         ‘More peaches?’ Anna laughed. ‘Either Kizzy wasn’t good at getting a selection of fruit or Cook didn’t hide away anything else.’

         Kizzy put up her hands. ‘I took all that I saw. I didn’t see any other fruits. I’m going to blame the cook.’ She winked at Anna.

         The coffee tasted weak. Kizzy knew they were running out, but it warmed her up. Sleep called to her. Zuzu was already fast asleep, her head on Strom’s shoulders. He lay her down and covered her gently with a blanket.

         Kizzy quietly slipped away. Using the herbs, some water and a stone to pulverise them together, she created a poultice paste. It smelt strongly of dandelion and wild garlic. She took it over to Eda and spread it over her bruised hoof before covering it with one of her shirts.

         ‘I’m not sure how long that’s going to stay on, but I hope it’ll make you feel a little more comfortable.’

         Eda nuzzled into her.

         Kizzy put her arms around the mare’s neck and hugged her. ‘Now, rest. I know that’s what I need.’

         She stumbled over to Jakob and curled up near the fire, resting her head on his shoulder. She soon drifted off to sleep, lulled by the chitchat of conversation.

         She woke, with Jakob shaking her shoulder.

         ‘Kizzy, Kizzy, are you are all right?’

         Her eyes slowly opened, feeling utterly confused. She could feel the warmth of Jakob’s body against her back.

         ‘What? What’s the matter?’

         ‘You were whimpering and shaking in your sleep, as if you were fighting someone.’

         Kizzy closed her eyes again, trying to remember. ‘I was dreaming, Jakob. There were horses and falling rocks. I could see Heinz in the distance, but I couldn’t reach him.’ Opening her eyes again, she turned to him. ‘Is it a message? A warning?’

         Jakob whispered, ‘No, I’m sure it isn’t, just the shock of today playing out in your dreams. Don’t worry. We need to get through the checkpoint tomorrow.’ He squeezed her shoulder. ‘Try to go back to sleep. We’re going to need all the rest we can get.’

         Jakob lay down again and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. ‘I’ll keep you safe,’ he whispered.

         Kizzy settled back and tried to go back to sleep, muttering as she closed her eyes, ‘It’ll be all right. We’ll get through.’

         The following morning, after a night of fitful sleep for everyone and a breakfast of broken biscuits and weak coffee, the older children once again gathered around the map.

         ‘Well, after sleeping on it, what do we think?’ asked Kizzy.

         Jakob spoke first. ‘I don’t think we’ve a choice. We need to get to that other crossing quickly.’

         Kizzy glanced across at Strom and Anna. ‘You both know this area the best. How do you feel?’

         ‘I agree with Jakob, we need to get moving, and yes, this route is more dangerous, but it’ll get us there quicker.’ Strom nodded.

         Anna hesitated.

         ‘Do you disagree?’ Kizzy asked, tilting her head to one side to look carefully at her new friend.

         The younger girl took a deep breath. ‘No … no, I don’t think I do. We’ll still be under the cover of trees. They’re not as thick, but I believe it’ll be all right. I want us to get to safety as quickly as possible now. The boys are right.’

         Kizzy let out a deep sigh. ‘Decided then. When we get near the checkpoint, all the children, including Damek and Anna, need to hide under the hay. We must make sure you’re covered. It’s going to be scary, but you mustn’t make any noise at all until we are safely on the other side. I’ve papers that say Jakob, Kizzy and Faber can go through. Strom, you’ll have to pretend to be Faber. Is that all right?’

         All involved nodded.

         ‘Now, Strom, can you show us exactly what the route is, so Anna and I know where we’re going?’ She turned to Jakob. ‘Can you and Damek start tacking up the horses? We’ll come and hitch up Xandra before coming to help you, as soon as we get this journey in our heads.’

         The boys agreed and Strom went through the route again. It wasn’t long before the eclectic group was ready to move off. They all knew it would be a long day ahead.

         Jakob came over to Kizzy, checking she’d got water. He pointed to the now rather tatty shirt. ‘Is this your poultice? I checked Eda’s hoof. It doesn’t look too bad today. Are you happy riding her?’

         Kizzy laughed. ‘That’s good news. Ideally, Eda should rest today, but what can we do? I need to ride her because the herd sees her as one of the leaders. I’ll keep an eye on her, though.’ She lifted her canteen and bag. ‘I’m all organised. I am focused on getting to Heinz.’

         ‘Well, the plan’s not to stop again so, hopefully, we’ll be back with him soon.’ Jakob grinned at her.

         She touched his arm. ‘There’s something I need to tell you though. You must keep it to yourself.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’ve been trying to tell you since we left.’

         ‘What do you mean, Kiz? You’re worrying me now.’ He frowned.

         ‘It’s the papers.’

         His eyes widened. ‘What about them? I suppose you’re going to tell me they’re forgeries!’ Jakob laughed.

         Kizzy raised her eyebrows.

         ‘No? What the…? What do you mean? Heinz…?’

         He walked away from her, then came back. ‘You’re wrong.’

         ‘Keep it down. We don’t want the others to know. Heinz told me the night before we left. He rushed them through and got one of the administrators to get them sorted in exchange for riding lessons.’ She waited, needing him to understand. She’d carried this pressure for so long.

         He turned away from her. ‘And you’ve known this from the beginning and you didn’t tell me!’

         ‘I kept trying! Please look at me.’

         He faced her. She could see the anger begin to melt away in his eyes. He pushed his hand through his hair. ‘Oh, Kiz, I wish you hadn’t told me now. I’m going to panic when we go through the checkpoint.’

         Kizzy bowed her head and whispered, ‘And I’m not?’ She sighed. ‘I’m sorry.’

         Strom wandered over. ‘Are you two all right? We’re all ready to go.’

         Kizzy and Jakob looked at each other.

         ‘Er, yes, we’re fine. Just getting the last details sorted,’ said Kizzy. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Jakob?’

         He just shrugged. ‘Come on.’

         Kizzy’s shoulders drooped. Suddenly things didn’t feel good. Perhaps she should have kept it to herself. The worry had been a heavy weight to carry but sharing it didn’t seem to have made it less. She glanced across to Jakob, but he wouldn’t look her way.
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        Chapter 34
      

         

         Tension hummed between the whole group as they moved along. The children sat quietly in the cart. Everyone else rode in silence. They all knew how important the next few hours would be.

         Eda could sense that Kizzy was on edge. She pranced around, snatching at the bit, swishing her tail. Kizzy leaned forward and patted Eda’s golden neck. The mare’s skin twitched under her touch. She smoothed down the flaxen mane. ‘It’s all right, Eda, I’ll keep you safe.’ The mare’s ears flitted backwards so she could listen to Kizzy.

         The collection of horses and children weaved their way through the woods. Birds sang above them. Kizzy spotted deer leaping through the undergrowth in the distance, startled by the noise. Squirrels sat supervising them from the branches above. A mossy, damp smell permeated the forest. Occasionally, Kizzy and Anna exchanged nods and half-smiles as they negotiated the route. Neither spoke, though, pointing the way they wanted to go. Kizzy liked Anna, but she missed Jakob. She needed to talk to her best friend. Had he forgiven her for telling him about the papers?

         On their last journey, Kizzy and Jakob had always travelled at night. Riding during the daylight made her feel far more vulnerable. She wished she had the safety of darkness wrapped around her now. She swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the hard lump of fear stuck in her throat. Peering behind, she tried to see Jakob, but she couldn’t. A sea of horses was in the way.

         ‘Stop worrying,’ she barely whispered to herself. ‘You’ve survived far worse, Kiz. You’ve lived on your own for many years. This is nothing.’

         Anna looked across, frowning. Kizzy smiled and sat up straight. She didn’t want Anna to see quite how afraid she was. How much she was dreading what might lie ahead.

         They travelled for many hours. Branches snatched at them as they rode past. Kizzy felt quite relieved when the trees thinned out. She had so many scratches on her arms and face.

         A rumbling noise interrupted her thoughts. Kizzy and Anna looked up through the trees to see if the clouds were dark. Maybe a storm was brewing. The sky was a deep, cerulean blue.

         Kizzy shivered. She realised it was that noise again. She looked all around. Where was it coming from?

         Finally, she spotted them.

         ‘Look, army trucks! Travelling along the top of that hill. I can’t see whose, though.’

         Anna stared where she pointed. ‘They’re slowing down!’

         Kizzy’s heart thumped in her chest. ‘Then we need to move faster. Don’t stop and watch. I’m going back to the others to tell them. You move the horses off in a trot, keep them going, don’t stop.’

         Anna nodded.

         Kizzy swung Eda round and cantered through the herd to Strom, Jakob and Damek.

         ‘You’ve seen,’ said Jakob immediately, his face pale. ‘It’s trucks, but I can’t see any armoured cars. No machine guns.’

         ‘Yes, and they seem to be moving away from us, though very slowly. I’m not sure if they’ve seen anything. I think as long as they don’t get out, we’re safe. I’ve told Anna to move the horses faster. Do you agree?’

         Jakob nodded.

         Strom had Zuzu tucked under his arm. ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘I don’t think they’ll be looking for us. We’ll be in real trouble if someone spots us by chance, but I’m hoping we’ll be too far away.’

         Kizzy noticed how pale Strom looked. His dark hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat. ‘Are you all right?’

         ‘Fine,’ was all the response she got.

         Kizzy closed her eyes. Please don’t be ill, Strom.

         ‘I can’t see who they are, can you?’ Damek asked. Fear was etched across his face.

         ‘No, I can’t, I’m sorry, but I’m not going to try either. We need to keep going. Right, we’re agreed – I’ll get back to Anna and we’ll keep moving as fast as we can.’

         The boys all put their thumbs up. Kizzy swung Eda around and raced back to Anna.

         Anna’s face was grim. The two of them increased their speed and the horses behind followed willingly, weaving in and out of the trees and clattering through the undergrowth. Kizzy winced at how much noise they were making.

         Glancing at the trunks of the trees, she could tell they were heading in the right direction. There was an old wives’ tale that moss only grew on the north side of a tree. Her pa had told her that, so it was good enough for her, though her ma had thought it was rubbish. She grinned to herself, remembering their ‘discussions’.

         Then up ahead, Kizzy saw the ground disappear.

         She rode closer. She could hear running water over the noise of the horses.

         They had come to a ravine. The wooden bridge crossing it looked quite wide but fairly rickety. Beneath them, the land dipped down steeply to the water.

         ‘We need to slow down. Let’s take them for a quick drink before we go over the bridge,’ she said to Anna, as she manoeuvred Eda down the bank. The river looked deep and fast.

         Eda lowered her head and drank thirstily. Kizzy watched the water as it tumbled angrily over itself. This was no shallow little brook and the current appeared strong.

         ‘Anna, look at the bank on the other side. There’s nowhere to get out.’ Her friend looked where she pointed. ‘If the horses try to swim, it could be dangerous. What if you stay here to guide them onto the bridge and I lead them across? What do you think? I’ll get Jakob to come forward and guide them with me. Damek can drive them with you.’

         ‘Good plan.’ She looked to the other side. ‘Let’s hope that bridge holds up.’
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        Chapter 35
      

         

         Kizzy knew Anna was right to be worried. She was afraid too. She decided not to answer, as this would make the worry real. She rode back to Jakob, explaining quickly what she needed.

         ‘Let’s do this.’ Jakob rode alongside her until he was in place. They said nothing, just glancing at each other when necessary. Having worked together for so long, they understood each other.

         She nodded at Jakob. ‘Here we go!’

         She clicked her tongue and moved Eda on, up the bank and onto the bridge. The sound of her hooves echoed around the forest. Kizzy could hear the wood creaking and stretching beneath her, but she kept going.

         They got across safely and looked back. She watched the herd of horses squeeze across the bridge and then haemorrhage onto the other bank next to her. Jakob and Anna guided them on, careful to stop any that wanted to get in the river. Once most were over, Anna came across. Jakob waited for Strom and Damek. They just had to get the cart and the boys across. Jakob went first, to help lead, followed by the cart, with Damek behind it, bringing up the rear.

         A long time ago, Jakob had told Kizzy about his silent prayers. Now she gave a silent prayer as she held her breath, watching the cart edge its way across. It took forever and the bridge creaked and protested – it wasn’t used to this much weight. When, eventually, with Strom’s careful steering, the cart was across, everyone cheered. The children bounced in the cart.

         Only Damek was still crossing. But as he got close to the bank, the bridge started to fold in on itself behind him. There was a thundering, splintering sound as it collapsed into the tumbling water.

         Damek gathered his small body and forced Honza to jump the last bit. The horse just made it, the gelding’s back legs scrabbling up the bank, trying to get on solid ground.

         Kizzy could see the panic on Damek’s face as the horse scrambled beneath him and he desperately tried to stay on. Honza looked terrified too, his eyes rolling and nostrils flaring.

         Strom jumped down. He grabbed Honza’s bridle and pulled. Jakob leapt off Krasava and did the same.

         ‘Come on, Honza! Hang on, Damek!’ they both shouted.

         With an almighty effort, Honza made it to safety. However, he landed so hard, he jolted Damek out of his saddle and down the bank.

         ‘Aaarrghh!’ Damek shouted, snatching hold of a root on his way down. The strong river current, filled with broken wood from the bridge, battered him, trying to drag him into its clutches.

         Kizzy charged over to grab Honza, who seemed disorientated. Jakob and Strom leant over the side of the bank. Jakob grabbed hold of one of Damek’s arms.

         ‘You need to push with your legs to help us pull you up,’ said Strom.

         ‘I can’t. The mud keeps giving away.’

         Kizzy could see Damek’s face, pale and terrified. She acted instinctively, jumping off Eda. ‘Helenka, chuck me a couple of lead ropes. NOW!’

         The young girl, clearly petrified, threw them at Kizzy.

         Tying the two together, she shouted at Strom, ‘Let me tie this around you. I can then support you if you go down and help him. Anna, can you bring the cart here?’

         Jakob protested, ‘Are you mad? I should go.’

         ‘No, you’re too heavy and you’re strong enough to hold on to Damek while we do this. Strom is lighter but stronger than me, so let him go down.’ She could see that both boys understood.

         Jakob turned back to Damek, talking quietly to him to try and keep him calm. Kizzy tied the rope around Strom. ‘Ready?’ she asked him. Strom nodded.

         Anna had moved the cart close to Kizzy so she could feed the rope through the wheel. ‘Be careful, please,’ Anna shouted at them all.

         Nobody responded. They were all focused on what they were trying to do.

         Strom edged over the bank slowly. He slipped down towards Damek. Kizzy pushed her feet against the wheel and leant back. She’d wrapped the rope around her back and through her arms and hands so she could release it slowly as she took Strom’s weight when he went down the bank. She could feel the rope burning her skin every time Strom moved. Kizzy bit her lip to distract herself.

         She heard Jakob shout instructions, guiding the boys back up. They were edging up slowly. Damek fell over the top of the bank and clung on to Jakob.

         Jakob screamed, ‘Hold tight, Strom, you’re about to be hit by a wave!’

         Rolling down the river was a tumbling wave with white tips, full of debris coming down from the mountain. Jakob threw Damek unceremoniously to one side before leaning over the bank again. He grabbed hold of Strom just as the wave hit. He pulled against the power of the water, groaning loudly as he dragged Strom free. They both landed in a pile on the bank. Kizzy stumbled backwards as the rope slackened.

         A shocked silence settled on the group. They were all aware of what might’ve been.

         ‘Where did that wave come from?’ asked Damek, brushing mud off his legs.

         ‘Sometimes the water gets a bit blocked and then the pressure of the river moves the blockage, and it tumbles down the river like a huge wave. That’s why it was full of detritus. Are you all right, Strom?’ said Jakob.

         The boy looked pale, battered and very wet. ‘Yes, that was a little unexpected. I’d really rather we had no more frights like that though.’

         Everyone agreed with him.

         ‘What about you, Jakob and Damek, are you all right?’ asked Kizzy

         Both nodded at her, much to her relief.

         Kizzy knew better than to focus on the ‘might have beens’. They needed to get going.

         ‘You should both change your wet clothes,’ said Kizzy.

         ‘Nah, I’m all right,’ said Strom, ‘I’m sure I’ll dry as we move.’

         ‘I agree with Strom,’ said Damek, ‘Let’s go!’

         Kizzy wasn’t happy but there wasn’t time to argue. ‘All right, let’s get moving then.’ She glanced at Anna. ‘Come on.’ Anna nodded at her.

         Kizzy didn’t look back at the boys. She focused on the track ahead. Jakob would understand. ‘No more dramas, please!’ she whispered to anyone who’d listen.

         They continued. Kizzy ate handfuls of fruit and nuts from her bag to keep her going. The canopy above cast dappled light onto the undergrowth. Eda naturally followed the track where it cut its way through.

         The trees were starting to thin out. Kizzy knew what this meant. They were nearing the most dangerous part of their journey where they would be most vulnerable. Her body tensed up. Standing in her irons, she glanced behind, checking the cart and the boys behind were all there.

         The track opened out across a flower-studded meadow onto the road. Kizzy stopped the group.

         ‘This is where we need to hide everyone. Anna, Zuzu and Damek, you get into the cart. Let’s tie the horses to the back. Strom, make sure they’re covered well.’

         Zuzu cried to Kizzy, ‘Strom’s ill!’

         Strom was lolling in his seat, being held up by his little sister.

         ‘Oh no!’ Kizzy pushed Eda over towards the cart. She clambered up. Jakob joined her.

         ‘Zuzu, you need to get into the back so we can check on Strom.’ Jakob gently lifted the tiny girl into the back. Helenka reached out and let her snuggle in next to her.

         Kizzy felt Strom’s forehead. ‘You’re burning up. How long have you been feeling like this? Here, have a drink. You are still soaking wet. We need to change you into something dry.’

         ‘I thought I could beat it and I’d get better. I don’t think getting wet helped me.’

         Jakob and Kizzy both harrumphed.

         ‘We need you on your top game for the next bit. We’re going to have to juggle things.’

         Jakob suggested, ‘I’ll drive for a bit. Damek can keep riding.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘Now Strom, you need to get into the back and change…’

         ‘But…’

         Jakob held up his hand. ‘There’s no choice, I’m afraid. By the looks of you, you could pass out at any moment. Shall I help you?’

         Strom grunted before climbing by himself into the back. He quickly put some dry clothes on. As he changed, Kizzy noticed how many bruises and cuts he had all over his body. They must have happened when he rescued Damek and was hit by the wave. He must’ve been in agony. ‘You poor boy,’ she muttered.

         She understood how ill he must be when he fell asleep before they’d managed to sort everything out. She leant over to Matylda and whispered, ‘Can you keep an eye on Strom for me?’ The girl nodded.

         They covered them all up. Damek rode up and down, keeping the herd under control. Kizzy glanced at him. ‘Are you all right or do I need to worry about you too?’

         He grinned back at her. ‘No, I’m fine, I promise.’

         Jakob stood next to Kizzy on the cart. She murmured, ‘We can do this, can’t we?’

         He smiled at her. ‘Of course, we can! I’ve always wanted to drive a cart. Have you got the papers safe?’

         Kizzy checked in her bag, slung across her shoulder. The papers were tucked safely inside. When she pulled them out slightly to check, she noticed John’s photo of her with Jakob, the director and Heinz. Seeing Heinz’s face gave her strength. ‘I’ve got them.’

         She whispered, ‘Could you check which is the right one? You know I’ll fumble otherwise.’

         Jakob took them, reading the papers briefly before handing them back, moving one to the top. ‘This is the one you hand them.’ He smiled at her. ‘It’ll be all right, stop worrying.’ Kizzy knew how loaded those words were.

         She stuffed the papers into her bag. ‘Thank you.’

         Kizzy glanced at both boys. Jakob put his thumb up first, followed by Damek. She quietly told the boys her plan if things went wrong. Both nodded.

         ‘Let’s hope we don’t need it. Check out the cart. Can either of you see anything?’

         Both friends circled the cart. All that was visible were a tarpaulin and a mound of hay.

         ‘We did a good job!’ said Jakob.

         ‘Let’s do this. Keep quiet, everyone, whatever happens, whatever you hear. Good luck!’

         Her heart in her mouth, Kizzy pushed Eda forward and the sea of horses followed her. Once again, a clatter of hooves resonated around them as they moved onto the road. They kept at a trot. Occasionally they passed surprised-looking refugees, who stood to one side, watching them as they went by. Strom and Jakob had picked a road they felt wouldn’t be used much and they were quite right. It had been a good choice.

         They covered ground quickly, and it wasn’t long before Kizzy could see the crossing in the distance.

         ‘Heinz, we’re coming.’
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        Chapter 36
      

         

         The crossing ahead was at the start of a bridge across another fast river. Kizzy could see a single red-and-white-striped bar with what appeared to be only two guards. Could they be that lucky? Two Nazis, both armed. Hopefully, they would simply accept the papers and let them through.

         Eda picked up on Kizzy’s tension and pranced around. When she looked across, Damek grinned at her. ‘You can do this, Kizzy.’

         ‘Remember the plan, if I can’t!’

         Damek nodded.

         Kizzy muttered to herself, ‘Don’t panic.’

         She needed something white. For perhaps the first time, she was grateful to the countess and her attempts to make her a lady. She pulled one of the countess’s hankies from her pocket and the slight scent of perfume made her sigh. She ignored how tatty and crumpled it had become. Please do your thing, she thought. She also took the first of the papers from her bag, gripping it tightly.

         When she slowed Eda to a walk, the herd followed suit. Damek was moving back and forth across them to keep them under control. Kizzy raised her arm and waved the handkerchief. The two military men, one slightly more scruffy than the other, stood to attention. They pointed their guns at her.

         ‘Mir! Mir!’ shouted Kizzy in Czech, then said in German, ‘Frieden! Frieden! Peace! Peace!’ hoping they would understand her.

         Neither of them lowered their guns, but they didn’t seem ready to shoot her either, which she took as a good sign.

         The scruffy soldier spoke first, asking in Czech where she was going and what she was doing. Kizzy started to explain, handing him the papers.

         The senior Nazi soldier snatched the papers from him and read the top page. He shook it at Kizzy. ‘This is wrong. It permits you to cross into Sudetenland. Not to cross into Austria.’ He screwed it up and threw it on the floor.

         Kizzy was so shocked she couldn’t stop shaking. How could she have been so stupid? She fumbled in her bag. ‘I’m sorry, I got the wrong one. Here.’ Trembling, she handed what she hoped was the right one to the scruffy soldier, who read it before handing it to his senior.

         Kizzy could feel sweat trickling down her back.

         The senior Nazi soldier snarled at her, ‘Why should we do anything the Americans say? They mean nothing to me.’ He spat to the side.

         Kizzy looked between the two. ‘It was negotiated with your senior officers. We are permitted to move these horses in order to save them.’ She said this in German. The scruffy soldier nodded and smiled at her. The senior officer did not. He threw the papers to the floor and stamped upon them.

         The herd behind began to snort and paw at the ground as they jostled each other. They were getting restless.

         ‘We were asked by the Bohemian people to save these horses from the Russians.’ She swept her arm back. ‘There are many rare breeds from the region that need to be protected, such as the Kinskys – the Golden Horse of Bohemia – like Eda here.’ She patted the mare’s neck. ‘They will be returned when it is safe.’ Was she waffling, she wondered?

         The scruffy soldier seemed satisfied with that.

         The officer, however, wasn’t impressed. He sniggered, ‘The Americans are desperate and have to use children.’ He laughed at his joke. No one else did.

         Kizzy watched with horror as he attached his bayonet to his rifle.

         ‘They’re just horses!’ he shouted. ‘They’re nothing. I want to see what’s in that cart. I don’t trust you.’

         Kizzy looked across at Damek. His eyes were wide and his face pale. He was struggling to cover his fear.

         ‘It’s just hay for the horses and our provisions,’ Kizzy told the Nazis.

         She could see Jakob sitting up straight. Kizzy noticed he had his whip in his hand. He nodded politely at the Nazi as the soldier marched towards him.

         The scruffy soldier whispered to Kizzy, ‘Listen, I’m not a Nazi guard. I’m a partisan too. Ignore him. I love the Kinskys. I’ll help you. Trust me.’

         Kizzy remembered Emil saying some of the partisans had jobs. She smiled at the guard, feeling she could trust him, but not sure how he could help, with a Nazi soldier with a bayonet about to jump on their cart.

         Jakob looked at her straight in the eye and nodded. Was he about to try something?

         Gathering Eda’s reins, Kizzy tensed, ready for anything.

         The Nazi jumped up onto the cart. He lifted his rifle so he could stab it into the hay.

         Jakob snapped his whip across the Nazi’s face, taking him by surprise. The whip cut into his cheek. Jakob jumped up and grabbed the gun, wrestling it out of the soldier’s hands, pushing him and the gun backwards off the cart.

         But as he fell, the soldier’s trigger finger twitched. A shot rang out. Kizzy felt a terrible pain in the top of her arm and shoulder.

         Jakob shouted, ‘Wagons ho!’

         This was the code word for ‘go’. But how could they go with the barrier down?

         She turned back and realised what Jakob meant. The partisan had opened the barrier for them.

         ‘Jit! Jit!’ he shouted.

         Kizzy repeated his words. ‘Go, go! Damek, lead the horses.’ She could see that Jakob was back fighting with the Nazi, who had clambered back up on the cart. ‘I’m going to help Jakob. Keep going, we’ll catch up.’

         Damek looked terrified.

         The partisan started herding the horses through, still shouting, ‘Jit, Jit!’

         Damek led the horses away as fast as he could.

         Kizzy turned Eda and headed to Jakob. She watched Jakob push the Nazi off the cart again. The soldier shouted obscenities as he stumbled to his feet, grabbing his gun off the floor. Jakob snatched the reins, ready to escape, but the soldier was faster and ran in front of the cart. He pointed his gun directly at Jakob.

         Kizzy knew she needed to move quickly. She pushed Eda on. She’d only have one chance at this and prayed that the mare would understand the instructions she’d give her with her legs and hands.

         She could see fear and anger pasted across Jakob’s face. Xandra pawed at the ground in front of the soldier and shook her mane. She wanted to get moving and follow her friends.

         ‘Please don’t shoot,’ muttered Kizzy. She pushed Eda into a gallop, swinging around the herd as they went in the opposite direction. The dust and racket the horses were making luckily hid the sound of Eda’s hooves. Time seemed to slow down as Kizzy neared the soldier’s side. His face was twisted in anger.

         To her surprise, Strom moved to stand beside Jakob with one of their guns pointed at the soldier. He looked so ill. His hand was shaking slightly. Kizzy gasped, ‘No, Strom!’

         But it helped. The soldier was so angry and distracted Kizzy was able to get very close. As she did so, she squeezed her legs, asking Eda to rear.

         For a moment, Eda seemed confused. Her ears flattened. Kizzy panicked: maybe she didn’t understand. She tried again.

         Suddenly she felt the power underneath her as the horse rose up on her back legs. The soldier screamed. The noise frightened Eda and she jerked her front legs. One caught the soldier’s head, the other his gun and he toppled to the floor. The horse came down on top of him. Kizzy hadn’t planned it, but one of Eda’s hooves clipped his head again. The sound made her feel sick. Tears streamed down her cheeks. All she had meant to do was frighten him.

         Eda pranced around in a pirouette, upset and on edge.

         The partisan appeared by her side. ‘All of you, look away,’ he commanded. They heard a gunshot. ‘It was the best thing to do.’ He touched Kizzy’s leg briefly, looking up at her. ‘You are all right. Remember, it was not your fault, it was an accident. He deserved it. The Nazis murdered everyone in my village. They only didn’t get me because I was away on partisan business. This is payback. Thank you.’ He handed her a rather tatty piece of paper. ‘Here, you’re going to need this.’

         Kizzy smiled at him as she smoothed out their all-important forged papers. ‘Thank you!’ She folded them carefully and put them back in her bag.

         The man nodded before turning and spitting on the body. He looked up at Jakob and asked, ‘Can you help me?’

         Kizzy couldn’t stop shaking now. She had to move away from them all. Just the thought of it turned her stomach.

         Jakob nodded and clambered down. He handed the reins to Kizzy before joining the partisan.

         Glancing up, she saw Strom’s pale, shocked face. The gun held loosely at his side. ‘Are you all right? Thank you for helping. You need to hide again.’

         Strom nodded. ‘It didn’t have any bullets in. I couldn’t find them.’ He slipped under the tarpaulin. Kizzy was shaking. There were too many images swirling in her head.

         She moved closer to the cart and with her back to Jakob and the partisan, she said in a whisper, ‘Whatever you do, the rest of you must not be seen. Stay under the hay and tarpaulin. Say nothing.’ She could feel the adrenalin pounding through her veins, making her tense and on edge.

         There was an almighty splash behind her. She realised they must have thrown the soldier in the river. Kizzy turned around. Jakob looked very pale and shaken. The partisan was shaking his hand and said, ‘Thank you. My name is Milos.’

         Jakob half-smiled. Kizzy was sure he was traumatized. So much had happened so quickly.

         She turned to the partisan. ‘We need to thank you, Milos. You saved us. I am Kizzy and this is Jakob.’

         Milos nodded. ‘You are doing good things and saving beautiful animals. There is too much badness in this world with evil, bitter people.’ He looked across at the last few horses squeezing across the bridge. ‘Now get going before anyone comes to check on us. Stay safe, Kizzy and Jakob. I hope one day we get to meet each other in better times.’

         He went to hug Jakob. Initially Kizzy could see the boy wasn’t sure, then he embraced the man, who clapped him on the back.

         ‘Come on, Jakob, we need to get going.’

         Jakob pulled apart from Milos and nodded. He clambered up onto the cart.

         ‘Keep those children in the cart safe too,’ said Milos.

         Kizzy blushed. ‘Thank you, Milos, we will. They are very young children. All their parents were killed by the Nazis too.’

         Milos shook his head. Kizzy could see tears in his eyes.

         She caught sight of a pool of blood on the floor and promptly vomited. Wiping her mouth with her sleeve, she said, ‘We need to go.’

         She smiled shakily at the guard. ‘Farewell, Milos.’

         ‘Farewell, Kizzy and Jakob.’ He slapped Xandra on the rump. The two horses moved off.

         Kizzy turned to wave as they got to the bridge, but Milos had disappeared. ‘We’d better move as fast as we can, Jakob. Once over the bridge, I’m going to push on to get to the front. Are you all right trying to catch up with Damek? More importantly, are you all right with what just happened?’

         Jakob looked grim. ‘I don’t ever want to talk to anyone about that, all right? You get ahead and I’ll push Xandra on to catch up. Let’s get away from here, please.’

         Kizzy could see his hands were shaking as they held the reins. She knew better than to ask any more questions. Instead, she pushed Eda into a canter and rode around the side of the herd. She smiled at an overwhelmed-looking Damek.

         ‘What happened?’ asked Damek.

         Kizzy just shook her head. ‘Please don’t ask. Let’s keep going, we need to get as far away as possible from there as we can.’

         Clouds of dust rose around them. She didn’t slow down until she was sure they were safe and well away from the checkpoint.

         Eda’s coat was dark with sweat. Kizzy’s shoulder throbbed. She felt quite sick but assumed it was because of what she’d seen. She weaved from side to side to slow the herd down from a gallop to a canter, to a trot, to a walk.

         She stood in her stirrups and shouted to everyone, ‘We did it! We got through. You are all stars!’ She was going to punch the air, but her arm felt too heavy. She must be tired.

         Anna and the younger children popped out from underneath the tarpaulin and were bouncing around Strom in the cart. He still looked pale.

         The horses had been running hard. Kizzy knew that stopping soon would be a good idea, so they could work out their next move and the horses could pause for a bit. Kizzy spotted a clearing ahead by the side of the river. She manoeuvred the herd over so they could rest and have a drink.

         Slipping down, she started washing her face with the cool water. It was ice cold to drink and delicious. She ached all over and felt quite strange.

         Jakob joined her. He whispered, ‘Are you all right? Thank you for saving me. I don’t ever want to go through that again.’

         ‘Me neither. I’m just so grateful you were there.’

         ‘Hold on, Kiz, what’s that on your shoulder?’ He touched it.

         Pain shot through her. The world began to spin a little. She tried to focus. ‘What the…?’ She stumbled slightly.

         He looked down at his hand. ‘It’s blood, Kiz. Anna, quick, come and help me!’

         Everything went black.

         When Kizzy came around, she felt very confused. What had happened? Jakob helped her stand up and led her away from the river.

         ‘Lie down here,’ he said, pulling out his knife. He used it to rip Kizzy’s jumper and shirt sleeves to see the wound.

         ‘I need to check on Strom! He saved us too, despite his fever.’ Kizzy tried to get up.

         ‘You’re not going anywhere,’ said Jakob, pushing her back down. ‘Is she, Anna?’

         ‘No,’ Anna agreed. ‘Do as Jakob says. I’ve seen Strom, anyway. He’s all right, just got a bit of a fever. When we stop tonight, I’ll find some daisies for that magic drink you create.’ Anna stroked Kizzy’s head. ‘Stop worrying.’

         Jakob stared at her shoulder. ‘We need bandages. Anna, can you go and get one of either mine or Kizzy’s shirts from the cart, please?’

         Anna raced off. Jakob pushed Kizzy’s hair out of her face. The adrenalin had left her body now and the pain had taken over. ‘I’ve never seen you look so pale,’ he said.

         ‘That’s not helping me, telling me that. I know how ill I feel.’ Kizzy half-smiled at him, trying desperately hard to keep her eyes open. She wanted to close them and focus on the pain that swept through her body in waves.

         Anna soon returned with one of Kizzy’s shirts, which she handed to Jakob. He began to rip it into strips. ‘Look, I’ve got one of the spare scarves,’ she said. ‘I thought maybe we could use it as a sling?’

         ‘Thank you. That’s brilliant.’ Jakob tore a length of the bandage. ‘Can you get this wet so I can clean the wound? Then I might have a sense of what we’re dealing with. I’m not sure if the bullet is still in there.’

         Anna ran off.

         ‘I’ll be fine,’ Kizzy told him. ‘I wish you’d let me get up. We need to check the horses.’

         ‘Will you just stay there for the moment? The others are all doing that. Let me sort you out. You’re a hopeless patient.’

         Kizzy fell back onto the grass. Eda nuzzled her face. Concerned or curious, Kizzy wasn’t sure which. The mare’s hot breath was a little cloying. The girl turned her face to the side.

         Jakob pushed the horse away. ‘You’re not helping!’ He laughed before ripping the rest of Kizzy’s shirt.

         ‘Oi!’

         ‘Be quiet!’

         Anna reappeared with the sodden bandages.

         ‘Thank you. Now, Kizzy, keep still!’

         Anna knelt beside her, concern written across her pale face.

         ‘Stop looking like that, Anna. I’m not dying!’

         The poor girl looked down. Kizzy felt mean.

         ‘I’m sorry. Jakob’s already told me I’m a really bad patient. He’s apparently right.’

         Anna half-smiled.

         Jakob gently wiped the blood from her wound.

         ‘Yowsers!’ Pain shot through the top of Kizzy’s arm again. ‘That hurt…’

         ‘You can stop making a fuss. It’s a flesh wound. The bullet must have skimmed the skin. There is no bullet in there.’

         Kizzy twisted to see the trajectory of the bullet across her skin.

         ‘Are you sure?’ Anna looked at it. ‘That’s more than a flesh wound. It goes quite deep.’

         Kizzy saw Jakob giving her a warning look.

         Anna muttered, ‘Sorry, I just thought…’

         Kizzy realised they were trying not to worry her. She laughed. ‘I’m not that much of a wimp!’

         Jakob raised his eyebrows.

         ‘Oh, all right, maybe…’

         ‘I’m going to bandage it, then we need to get going. Do you think you can ride in a sling?’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘As long as we are not galloping through checkpoints again. Hopefully the US army checkpoint won’t be so bad. That must come soon.’

         Jakob paused then said, ‘Yes, I’m pretty keen to avoid that too.’

         The two friends grinned at each other.
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        Chapter 37
      

         

         Jakob helped Kizzy back up onto Eda. Her arm throbbed. Everyone else remounted or clambered into the cart. They all looked tired, as did the horses. She knew they would need to stop soon, but if they could just get a bit further away from the checkpoint, they would be deeper into the American-controlled area and less at risk from rogue Nazi soldiers looking for trouble. They were nearly home. But it was over a day’s travelling – they weren’t safe yet.

         Anna and Kizzy rode at the front of the herd, Damek at the back picking up stragglers again and Jakob still in the cart. Their maps didn’t show this area in detail so they couldn’t pick up the bridle paths. It wasn’t easy travelling on the road with such a large herd and traffic.

         Time seemed to fly by. They weren’t sure how long it was before they came across the US army checkpoint. They could see it in the distance.

         ‘Should I hide?’ asked Anna

         Kizzy hesitated. ‘Yes, you’d better. I’m sure they’re friendly but the papers says me and two male names.’

         Anna did as she was asked.

         Kizzy decided to take the initiative. She rode back and spoke to Damek and Jakob.

         ‘Damek, if you come to the front to stop the herd following me, I’m going to ride ahead and try and get them to open the gates and let us through. Then I can scoop up the stragglers. Do you think that is a good idea, Jakob?’

         ‘Seems sensible. Hopefully they don’t want to check the cart. Good luck, Kizzy.’

         Kizzy nodded at him. ‘Come on, Damek.’ They both rode to the front of the herd. ‘If you ride to and fro across the front here, it will stop them following me.’

         Damek gave a thumbs up.

         Kizzy turned and cantered towards the checkpoint, weaving amongst the cars and trucks that were waiting.

         She pulled Eda to a halt by a soldier who stared up at her. ‘What the…!’

         ‘Hello, I’ve got papers that allow me and all those horses to go through the checkpoint.’ She used her good arm to sweep behind her.

         He peered around Eda and looked into the distance. ‘Holy mackerel! There’s hundreds of them. I thought we’d had all the horses through.’ He took his helmet off and scratched his head. ‘You say you’ve got papers? You’re a child!’

         ‘Yes, I know but I’ve rescued horses before. Ask Major Wright or General Patton.’ The soldier looked totally confused as Kizzy fumbled to get the tatty bit of paper out and hand it over. ‘I’m sorry it’s in such a state. The Nazi who shot me wasn’t too happy about the US army signing papers saying we could go through their checkpoint as we try to save these horses.’

         The soldier looked at her, his mouth wide open. ‘A Nazi shot you!’

         She pointed to the sling.

         Now totally bamboozled, he handed the papers back. ‘I don’t care what they say, I can see they’ve been signed, you’ve been through enough.’ He started waving to all the other soldiers. ‘Get these cars and trucks out the way. We need to get these horses through.’

         Kizzy couldn’t believe her luck and wasn’t going to wait for him to change his mind. She shouted, ‘Thank you!’ before heading back to the others. Behind her, trucks and cars were being moved aside, giving them a free route through.

         ‘They said all right!’ said Kizzy. Damek punched the air. ‘Can you get to the back again and start driving them? Let’s go at a trot.’

         The herd clattered through the checkpoint. All the soldiers cheered and waved their helmets as they went by.

         Once they all got through, they started to slow down. When they were out of sight, Anna clambered out of the cart and back onto Bilko, joining Kizzy at the front.

         The initial excitement of having got through the US checkpoint soon disappeared as a quietness settled on the group. Tiredness gripped them all. Eda stumbled, jolting Kizzy forward. ‘Ouch!’ She landed awkwardly and painfully on the pommel of the saddle. Pushing herself back into the seat, she patted the mare. ‘Are you all right?’ She scratched the soft fur under her mane.

         Eda nickered a response.

         ‘I know you’re tired.’ Looking up ahead, she said, ‘I’ll find us a field soon.’

         Kizzy noticed quite how low the sun was in the sky. In the distance, she could see a flower-filled meadow bordered by a forest.

         ‘That’ll do, won’t it, Eda?’

         She rode up to the gate, which hung off its hinges at a weird angle. It was obvious no one had taken care of this field for quite a while.

         ‘Anna, can you open the gate, please?’ She lifted her sling. ‘With this, I can’t get up and down, sorry.’

         Anna jumped down. She leaned against the wood and pushed with all her strength. It creaked a complaint, but soon shifted, scraping across the mud and grass, creating a wide-open space for the horses to flow into.

         ‘There we go!’

         Kizzy rode Eda back out onto the road, where she guided the herd in, using her one good arm and clicking her tongue loudly.

         They jostled and nipped their way through the gate. It didn’t take long to get them all through. Jakob trotted up with the cart.

         ‘This looks good. Are we going to stay here tonight?’ he asked Kizzy.

         ‘I think so. It’s been a long day. I think everyone needs a rest.’

         At the sound of her voice, several heads peered over the side of the cart.

         ‘Is it safe here?’ asked Zuzu.

         ‘Yes,’ said Strom, pulling his grinning youngest sister up to his side.

         All the others cheered as Jakob steered the cart into the field.

         Damek appeared with several wayward horses that he’d scooped up. He looked a lot happier. ‘Hello. I found a few escapees!’ He grinned.

         Once he got into the meadow, Anna pushed the gate shut.

         The younger children jumped down from the cart and started to race around. Kizzy watched them while she untacked Eda, which was not easy one-handed. They obviously had a lot of energy that needed to be burnt off. Excess energy or excess fear? She wasn’t sure. They had all been through a lot today. She hoped they didn’t know how close they had been to being bayoneted and hadn’t seen what had happened back at the checkpoint. She shook that image out of her head and focused back on Eda and what had happened at the US checkpoint.

         ‘You did good today, girl!’ She grabbed some hay and rubbed the mare’s coat down. ‘I bet you’re tired. I hope your foot is all right.’

         Once Kizzy had finished, she left the mare free to graze.

         The horses would need water as well as grass. In the furthermost corner of the field nestled a trough. Kizzy went over to it and realised it held some rainwater but needed topping up.

         ‘Damek and Matylda, we must find water to fill this. There are buckets in the cart.’ The children nodded and disappeared.

         In the other corner was a shelter. Jakob had started a fire outside it already. She walked over to him, gathering some daisies on her way.

         ‘I managed to use my flint to light the fire this time,’ shouted Jakob as he headed off to get the water as well. She grinned at him and put her thumbs up.

         Matylda joined her.

         ‘Look what I’ve got.’ She held up some dead rabbits in one hand and a bucket of water in the other. ‘Dinner!’ She grinned. ‘You’re not the only hunter around here.’ The girl ran off, shouting at Jakob.

         The children continued to laugh and play while Anna, Matylda and Helenka cooked. Jakob, Zivan and Damek got more water. Kizzy made her daisy concoction and took it over to Strom. Zuzu sat with him, stroking his head.

         ‘How are you doing?’ Kizzy asked him. ‘Just wanted to say again: thank you.’

         ‘I’m feeling very useless and my head is pounding. I don’t want to talk about today.’ Strom saw her bandage and looked worried. ‘What have you done?’

         ‘I’m with you on the not talking.’ Kizzy looked down. ‘Had a bit of an argument with a bullet.’

         His eyes widened.

         Zuzu looked worried. ‘Kizzy, Strom’s head is very burning. Make him better like you made Anna better … please?’

         ‘Zu, I’ll do my best. I’ve made that green goo again. We’ve just got to make your brother drink it. Will you help me?’

         She handed the cup over to Zuzu, who carefully lifted it to her brother’s mouth.

         ‘You’ll make a good nurse, Zu.’

         The tiny girl grinned broadly.

         ‘Now rest, both of you, I’ll be back soon.’

         Kizzy wandered across the field, checking all the horses and children. Jakob strolled over to join her, once he’d finished with the water. They stood side by side, surveying it all.

         Kizzy glanced around, making sure no one could hear. ‘Jakob, we need to look at the map in the morning. I’ve no idea where we are or what direction we need to go.’ She tried very hard not to sound as panicked as she felt. Exhaustion and pain made it difficult to be rational.

         He squeezed her good arm. ‘Kiz, there’s no point worrying tonight. We’ll sort it tomorrow. We can’t see anything now. The light’s going rapidly.’

         The sound of a motor vehicle interrupted them. The light from two headlights pierced the dusk.

         Everybody stood still, fear cementing them to the spot.

         Kizzy tried to work out what it was, but she couldn’t. She could see movement, something or someone coming towards them.

         She felt Jakob’s hand slip into hers, squeezing it tightly before releasing it. She could hear Zuzu whimpering and Strom trying to shush her.

         The figures walked slowly towards them. Kizzy saw they had their guns raised. One pointed a torch in her eyes, briefly blinding her. Both Kizzy and Jakob put their hands, or in Kizzy’s case, her arm, up against the piercing glare. She screwed her eyes up, peering into the light, trying to see more.

         Then a voice. A voice with an American twang. ‘Jeez, Colin, they’re just a couple of youngsters with their arms up.’ The one with the torch, who seemed to be the one talking, flashed the light around the field. ‘Holy mackerel! There’s thousands of horses and a whole bunch of kids. They must be the ones that went through the checkpoint today.’

         Kizzy spoke up. ‘Americans? I’ve got papers. They say I’ve…’ She glanced at Jakob. ‘We’ve got permission to travel. Can I show you?’

         Colin moved towards her. ‘Can I see your papers, please?’

         ‘I’m just going to get them out of my bag, is that all right?’ She opened her bag. ‘It is very tatty, I’m afraid…’ She handed them across. ‘My name is Kizzy, and this is Jakob. We know General Patton and Major Wright and our best friend is John Cole!’

         The soldier used a torch to peer at the papers. ‘Kizzy, Jakob − I’ve heard those names before.’ He looked round to the other soldier. ‘My mate John. He told me about these crazy kids who saved horses. He showed me the photos he took.’ He looked back. ‘That’s you two, isn’t it?’

         Kizzy and Jakob looked at each other and nodded, ‘Yes, that’s us.’

         ‘What are you doing here?’

         Kizzy said, ‘Someone tricked us. They said they wanted us to rescue these rare horses, but they really wanted a car to get them into Sudetenland. They tried to kill us, but we escaped. We couldn’t leave the children or the horses, so we brought them to safety.’

         The two soldiers laughed. ‘John’s right. You’re crazy kids.’
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        Chapter 38
      

         

         The soldiers turned to go.

         ‘Excuse me…’ said Kizzy.

         Colin stopped. ‘Yes?’

         ‘Can you help us? We knew how to get into Austrian territory, but now we’re lost. Which direction is safe?’

         Colin scratched his head. ‘This road, I think. Keep going for about another fifteen miles. I’ll tell them you’re on your way.’ He looked at all the other children. ‘John only told me about you two, not about the others.’

         Kizzy nodded. ‘John’s never met them. They call themselves Gerfunden Kinder, found children. The Nazis have killed their parents. We couldn’t leave them behind. You wouldn’t believe what’s happened to them.’

         Colin couldn’t hide his sadness. The other soldier pushed him and said, ‘I bet you wish you hadn’t asked now!’

         ‘You’re right there, Pete.’ He looked back at the children. ‘Take it easy tonight. I’ll radio ahead so that the patrols know you are here. That way you’ll get no more frights.’

         Kizzy let out a deep sigh. ‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you.’

         With that, they headed off, leaving the children and the horses in the field.

         Kizzy sat down with Jakob, watching the flames. Exhaustion and relief overwhelmed her and her arm was throbbing.

         Slowly, the others gathered around the fire.

         Strom spoke first. ‘Should we pack up? Are we safe or are they coming back? Should we run?’ He held tight on to Zuzu. Kizzy could see her tear-stained face pressed into his shoulder.

         Anna ushered the children into a group.

         Kizzy frowned. ‘What are you doing?’ Jakob looked equally confused.

         ‘Getting ready to go,’ said Anna.

         Zuzu started to cry, which started Helenka and Matylda off too. Zivan clung to his sister.

         Kizzy stood up to get their attention. ‘Everybody, stop for a minute! Girls, stop crying. What’s wrong?’

         Damek spoke for everyone, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘They know where we are. It’s not safe. The soldiers will come back and get us. We need to leave.’

         The others all nodded. Seven pairs of eyes, all wide open and terrified.

         Kizzy looked at Jakob, who stood up too. She softened her voice. ‘It’s not like that with these soldiers. We’re safe. We’ll stay here tonight before heading home tomorrow. I trust them, don’t you, Jakob?’

         She looked to her friend for support. She understood why the other children had no reason to trust any soldier.

         ‘They know our friend, John,’ Jakob said. ‘They’re telling him we’re on our way. I understand why you’re so afraid. You’ve no reason to trust them, but we do. If it makes you feel better, I’ll stay awake on watch tonight,’ he offered.

         Kizzy understood. ‘Yes, if you do the first half, I’ll do the second. You can all rest.’ She noticed Anna’s shoulders relax very slightly.

         ‘I’m sure you don’t need to stay up if you trust these people,’ said Anna, as she moved to the fire and sat down.

         Kizzy sat next to her. ‘I wouldn’t do anything that I thought would put any of you at risk. And, by the way … I’m starving. Is this food going to be ready soon?’ She grinned at Helenka.

         She could feel the tension shattering as the children started to giggle.

         Matylda crept up to Kizzy, with Zivan hanging onto her arm. ‘It is safe, isn’t it?’

         Kizzy looked at her then Zivan. ‘Matylda, we’re as safe as we can be in a war zone.’ The girl looked crestfallen. ‘But we’re a lot safer than if we were on the other side of the Nazi lines.’

         It didn’t take long for the laughter and play to start again, while Helenka and Anna finished cooking.

         Strom sat Zuzu beside him. He closed his eyes. Kizzy thought he had a bit more colour. Maybe his fever was breaking.

         After a bit, Helenka left the cooking and came over to Kizzy and Jakob. She checked Zuzu couldn’t hear, before saying, ‘Can I ask you something?’

         Kizzy and Jakob nodded.

         ‘The Americans, what are they like with people…?’ Again Helenka looked behind her. ‘With people like Zuzu?’

         Kizzy knew why she was worried. As well as the Jews and the Roma, the Nazis had taken away many disabled people.

         Jakob said, ‘Helenka, Kizzy and I have had nothing but kindness from them. I don’t think you need to worry.’

         Kizzy added, ‘And, Helenka, we’re here for you. We’ll make sure you’re all safe.’ She squeezed her hand. ‘You’re a great sister. Zuzu and Strom are very lucky.’

         ‘Thank you.’ She stood up, clearing her throat. ‘I better finish cooking.’

         ‘Good,’ said Kizzy. ‘I wasn’t joking when I said I’m starving.’ The two girls grinned at each other.

         She joined Anna, who continued to stir the pot of rabbit stew.

         Leaning into Jakob, Kizzy whispered, ‘We’re not lying to them, are we? We can help them?’

         ‘Who knows, but we can certainly try. I’m sure the countess will help them.’
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        Chapter 39
      

         

         Kizzy woke to see the Milky Way melting away, the moon slipping down. She watched while the sky changed to so many colours. Kizzy tried to name them all. It turned from mauve to lavender before fading into apricot, then peach as the sun peeped upwards. She smiled to herself; the peaches got everywhere. A gentle warmth opened the petals in the flower meadow, filling the air with a heady fragrance. The last day of their journey. She wondered what would it bring.

         The embers of the fire still glowed.

         ‘You awake?’ Jakob whispered.

         ‘Yes!’

         ‘What are you thinking about?’

         Kizzy looked up at the fading stars. She realised something. It surprised her.

         ‘That I might miss this?’ She pointed to the sky and field with her good arm. ‘And what’s the countess going to say when she sees my hair?’

         Jakob giggled. ‘I know what you mean. But I would quite like a bed. My back’s killing me!’ He sat up and cracked his back.

         Kizzy laughed. ‘You’re getting old!’

         ‘Oi! How’s your arm?’

         ‘Still sore but not too bad, thank you.’ Kizzy smiled. ‘I suppose we better get this lot to safety.’

         She got the last jars of peaches out of the cart. ‘We’re out of food. Good thing we’re nearly there.’

         Jakob gave Xandra and the rest of the horses some of the hay.

         The others started to wake up.

         Damek stretched. ‘What’s going on?’

         ‘We’re getting ready to go,’ said Kizzy. ‘Not much further now hopefully.’

         ‘I can’t believe we’ve managed it.’

         ‘We’re not there yet.’ She pulled him up.

         She went over to Strom and touched his forehead. She smiled. ‘You feeling better?’

         He grinned back. ‘The disgusting green stuff really works, doesn’t it? I’m sure I can drive the cart.’

         Jakob called over, ‘Thank goodness! I’m not as good at it as you are, Strom.’

         Strom blushed. Zuzu hugged him.

         For the next hour or so, they all ate what they could find and got the horses ready. Soon the children were sitting happily on the back of the cart, not hidden, with Strom and Zuzu up front. Damek and Anna stood by their mounts, ready.

         Eda nuzzled at Kizzy’s hand. She patted the mare’s neck and dust rose into the air. Kizzy spluttered a little. ‘Gosh, you need a good groom. I promise I’ll do it soon.’ Putting her foot into Jakob’s hand, she pulled herself into the saddle using her good arm. Jakob ran over to jump onto Krasava.

         ‘Everyone ready?’

         As they set off, Kizzy tried to look more confident than she felt. The directions had been rather vague and they had a lot of horses to get through any traffic. She planned to cover as much of the route as they could on the road and maybe move across the fields if it got busy.

         The sun had barely crept above the horizon as they headed down the road with their sea of horses. The sound of the clattering hooves echoed around the empty sky. Once again, Anna and Kizzy led the horses while Jakob and Damek scooped up the stragglers.

         The weight of fear had left Kizzy. As they trotted along, she enjoyed the feel of the wind blowing through her short hair. At last, she could focus on what an enjoyable ride Eda was. She had a smooth gait and responded to the lightest of touches. Kizzy’s arm still ached and she had to use her other arm to control the reins. Just like John’s Western style, she told herself. He’d be proud of her.

         She heard engines, but before she could panic she saw it was two US jeeps. When they drew up, she smiled broadly. There at the front of the first one sat John. He grinned at her.

         ‘Hello, Kizzy, I heard all about you from Colin here. We thought you might need some help. Have you got a horse for me to ride?’

         Kizzy shouted to him, ‘There is a gentle bay called Ferda that’s all tacked up. Can you see at the back of the cart?’

         Colin drove the jeep near Kizzy, but not too close. John stood up in the jeep. ‘How about we have one jeep at the front and one at the back to warn the trucks to slow down.’

         Kizzy could feel tears prickling her eyes. She blinked rapidly. She would not cry in front of John. ‘Yes, that would be a great help. Thank you.’

         John grinned at her. ‘What happened to your arm?’

         ‘A Nazi shot me while he was fighting with Jakob.’

         He raised his eyebrows. ‘That was careless of you.’

         Kizzy stuck her tongue out at him. He winked at her. Colin swung the jeep around and drove it down to the cart. Kizzy heard Jakob shout, ‘John!’

         The children all stared at him, a little afraid. He grinned and waved at them. ‘Hello, you lot!’

         Jakob shouted, ‘It’s all right, everyone, this is our friend John. We’ve told you about him. You don’t need to be frightened.’

         Tentatively, they waved back.

         ‘Right, Jakob, Kizzy, let’s get these horses home! They’re beautiful.’ John jumped onto Ferda’s back and swept behind the herd, scooping up some stragglers.

         Kizzy had to admit it made life a lot easier with the extra horseman and the jeeps.

         As they rode along, Anna asked, ‘Remind me again, who’s John?’

         Kizzy grinned at her. ‘He’s wonderful. He’s a genuine cowboy. He taught us how to drive horses back at our Schloss. Do you remember he’s the one who gave us the water canteens and mess kits?’

         Anna nodded, ‘Ah yes, now I remember.’

         The horses jostled and nipped at each other, but they didn’t scatter. John rode up and down, keeping them in check with Jakob, while Kizzy and Anna led the way.

         After a while, John trotted alongside her. ‘Kizzy, the road is going to fork. You need to take the road to the right. There is a field on the left-hand side. Put the horses in there. We need to keep them separate from the Lipizzaner horses we brought back or the director will have my guts for garters! All right?’

         Kizzy tried to salute. ‘Yes, sir.’

         John laughed before wheeling around on Ferda and riding back up the line of horses.

         Kizzy glanced at Anna. ‘Let’s go find this field!’

         Anna put her hand in the air. ‘What do you say? Wagon’s roll?’

         The girls laughed. ‘That’s nearly it,’ said Kizzy. ‘It’s Wagons ho!’

         They pushed their horses on. Colin’s jeep led the way.

         Kizzy sat deep in her saddle. Eda danced along. On both sides, mountains stretched out of the valley, covered with a patchwork of green forests tipped with snow caps that reached up towards the azure blue sky. She sighed deeply. It felt so peaceful. Apart from the sound of jeeps, nearly forty horses and several children singing! Kizzy grinned to herself. Maybe not that peaceful.
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        Chapter 40
      

         

         It took another hour or so before they got to the fork and the field. Much to Kizzy’s surprise, the gate was being held open by some more familiar faces, all looking very serious.

         ‘Heinz, Director and Major Wright! I didn’t expect to see you here.’

         Major Wright shouted back, ‘I bet you didn’t!’

         Kizzy led everyone into the field. She knew what Heinz would expect. She could hear his voice in her head. ‘Sort the horses out first, then come and talk to me.’ She did precisely that. Jakob did the same. They both knew the rules.

         Kizzy noticed how quiet Anna and Strom had become. All the children were clinging to each other.

         Once the horses were settled, she turned to the children, John and Jakob. ‘Right, let’s face the music.’

         They walked over to the gate where the men were still waiting.

         Heinz spoke first, confused. ‘Why are there so many horses? Faber told me there were twelve. They are beautiful, if a little scruffy. And where is he? Kizzy, why are you in a sling?’

         Jakob said, ‘Faber fed you a pack of lies. He only wanted the car and papers to get across the border so he could join his cousin.’

         Kizzy and Jakob looked at each other. They both knew what they were about to say would devastate their guardian. Kizzy stepped forward.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Heinz. He tried to kill us, then went off with the car almost as soon as we got there.’

         All the colour drained from Heinz’s face. He stumbled as his legs gave way under him. The director and Major Wright grabbed him.

         ‘Heinz!’ shouted the director, holding him up.

         Jakob ran to him, too. ‘It’s all right, Heinz,’ he said. ‘We’re safe. You couldn’t possibly know everything he said was a lie.’

         Heinz put both of his hands over his face and cried. ‘What did I do? I persuaded you to go. You said you didn’t trust him. You were right. Both of you could’ve died. Did he shoot you?’ He pointed to her arm.

         Kizzy took hold of his hand and then touched his face gently. ‘No, that happened at the checkpoint, that’s another story.’ She smiled at him. ‘Heinz, look around, look at what we’ve done. We’ve saved all these horses, including Kinskys, Shagya Arabians, Czech Warmbloods and Kladrubers. We made sure we brought the stud book too. It’s in the cart. They’re rare horses and, yes, I know they need a good groom.’ She wrapped her arm around him in a massive hug. He resisted for a moment before relaxing into her embrace. ‘You did the right thing. You were right. We needed to save them.’ She stepped back and Jakob stood at her side.

         ‘You always said we needed to look after the horses,’ said Jakob, grinning at Heinz. ‘You trained us well, as did the director.’

         Kizzy gestured to the children to come forward. ‘Look who else we could save. They call themselves Gerfunden Kinder, the Found Children. The Nazis killed their parents. Anna looked after them. We couldn’t leave them behind. They all helped us bring the horses.’

         Tears trickled down Heinz’s cheeks. He wiped them away roughly.

         Major Wright had taken his helmet off and scratched his head. ‘I don’t believe you two sometimes. I’ve heard of groups of children known as “lost children” but never “found children”. Only you two could do this!’

         Kizzy was confused. ‘Would you’ve left them behind?’

         She drew the other children forward. ‘Anna found Matylda here hiding in a ruin with her brother Zivan.’ She looked up at the Major as she placed her hand on Zivan’s shoulders. ‘He’s never spoken since they saw their parents murdered in front of them.’

         Moving across, she stood next to Helenka and Strom, who had Zuzu off his shoulders. ‘Strom’s been taking care of his sisters, Helenka and Zuzu, ever since his parents were killed.’ Kizzy stroked Zuzu’s hair. ‘They’re all pretty amazing and Strom is incredible at driving a cart.’ Kizzy hugged Strom. ‘He also helped save us … but that’s another story.’

         Jakob stood behind Damek. ‘This is Damek, he’s an expert rider. He lost his sister, Nadezda, to sickness and watched their parents being slaughtered. The Nazis murdered them because they’d helped prisoners of war escape, including Americans.’

         Major Wright ran his hand through his hair.

         Moving over to Anna, Kizzy put her arm around her and hugged her tight. ‘This is the wonderful Anna. She looked after all these children and we wanted to help them. It’s her house the horses came from.’ She looked at Heinz. ‘Her parents and…’ Kizzy left a gap briefly, remembering her promise to Anna ‘…were shot. Their crime? Once again, because they had been helping people, because they cared. The Nazis also murdered all their servants. Anna hid up in the roof of the barn. Like Jakob, Heinz!’

         Heinz closed his eyes. ‘Oh Anna, you poor thing.’ He opened them again and looked at all the children. ‘You poor, poor children. What things you’ve seen. You’re too young to witness such horrors.’

         ‘And lastly,’ she grabbed Jakob’s arm. ‘I couldn’t have done any of this without Jakob. My best friend, my brother, and the bravest person I know. He battled a Nazi soldier who was about to use a bayonet on the children. He fought with him and saved us all.’ Jakob looked down, blushing and squeezed Kizzy’s hand.

         ‘I did nothing. While I was fighting the soldier, the rifle went off and the bullet hit Kizzy, so I’m not that great. What Kizzy is not saying is that she and Strom saved me when the same Nazi was about to shoot me. We saved each other.’

         ‘We all did what we needed to. The wound is just a scratch.’ Kizzy let out a deep breath. She knew she’d talked too much. All the children stayed behind Kizzy and Jakob.

         Jakob said to Heinz and the director, ‘You set us the example when you saved and protected us. Kizzy and I did this together, thanks to everything you taught us.’

         ‘Is that it? Have you finished now? Have you ever thought of going into politics, either of you?’ asked Major Wright.

         All the men laughed. Kizzy felt that they were laughing at her. She could feel her face flushing.

         The major stood up straight. ‘Seriously though, what are we going to do with all these children?’

         Heinz looked at him in surprise. ‘Look after them, of course. That’s what we do!’

         The director glanced at him and laughed. ‘Your wife always wanted a large family, didn’t she? A shame she’s not around to see this. I think the countess might be quite happy about it, too.’

         Kizzy wasn’t too sure about that; she couldn’t help thinking about how irritated the countess was with her before she’d left. And that she had gone without telling the countess what she was about to do. It kept niggling away at her, but she kept quiet as she plastered a smile across her face.

         Sadness flitted across Heinz’s face. ‘My wife is with me in spirit.’ He cleared his throat and smiled again. ‘What do you think, everyone? Fancy joining Jakob and Kizzy and me? Want to be part of one enormous family? It’s hard work − you have to help with the horses!’

         Anna nudged Kizzy. ‘Does he mean it?’

         Kizzy looked between Anna and Heinz. ‘Really?’

         ‘Really,’ said Heinz. ‘You know I never say anything I don’t mean.’ He looked down at Zivan. ‘What do you think, little man?’

         Zivan looked up at him with his saucer eyes.

         One blink and a grin.

         ‘One blink means yes, Heinz,’ said Kizzy.

         ‘That’s good to know.’ Heinz squeezed Zivan’s shoulder. ‘We’re going to get on well, young man.’

         Zivan smiled and leant against Heinz.

         Major Wright stood with his hands on his hips. ‘This is extraordinary. But I don’t think it’s so simple. I’m sure the Red Cross will have something to say about it. Let’s get back to the Schloss and see what can be done.’
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        Chapter 41
      

         

         Having spent a day or so in the transit camp with the US army where the children were checked over by the medics and all the horses were also examined by vets, they were ready to head for the Schloss.

         Major Wright decided it was best if all the horses were transported back to Sankt Martin using trucks over several days as the horses were exhausted and it was faster.

         Kizzy explained to the children, ‘We’re going in the car at the front of the first convoy of horses.’ She noticed the children look at each a little concerned. ‘We’ll be quite safe, won’t we, Jakob?’

         ‘We certainly will, as long as Kizzy isn’t map reading!’

         ‘Oi!’ She gently thumped him with her good arm as the others all giggled. ‘Come on, in you get, we’ve got a few hours in the car to go. Not long though.’

         As they swung into the courtyard, Kizzy saw the countess and Frau Podhajsky standing on the steps at the front of the Schloss watching the convoy. Turning to Jakob, she whispered, ‘I think they’re going to get a bit of a shock in a minute!’ Her friend nodded in agreement.

         Heinz leaned forward and murmured in Kizzy’s ear so no one could hear, ‘Why do you think we’ve not told the countess?’

         When the huge military car stopped, the director and Heinz got out, then the children all tumbled out.

         Frau Podhajsky called to her husband, ‘Alois, what have you done?’

         The director shrugged his shoulders. ‘What can I say? Kizzy and Jakob have been saving children and horses.’

         Kizzy and Jakob stepped out from behind their guardian. He put his arm around their shoulders protectively. ‘And we’re very proud of them!’ Heinz announced.

         The countess’s hand shot up to her mouth. She gasped. ‘What have you done to your hair? Kizzy, you’re hopeless. We’ll have to start all over with you.’

         Heinz went to say something, but Kizzy stopped him. ‘Countess, I’m very grateful. Maybe this is something we could talk about when we’ve all settled down.’

         The countess harrumphed, turning to go back into the Schloss.

         ‘Before you go in, Countess…’ Kizzy smiled at Anna. ‘Can I introduce you to Anna, daughter of…’ She stopped. She turned to Anna. ‘I never asked you who your parents were. You told me what happened but never mentioned their names.’

         Anna blushed. ‘My parents were Kinskys. Not the Kinskys, but a branch of the family.’

         The countess dashed down the stairs. ‘What did you say your name was? Kinsky?’

         Kizzy grinned at Jakob. Under her breath, she whispered, ‘Do you think the countess has found her new project?’

         Jakob pushed her good shoulder gently. ‘Yup and I bet you’re devastated!’

         The director spoke over everyone. ‘Shall we go inside? These children have been through a lot.’

         Kizzy and Jakob led the children inside and quickly found rooms for them. They settled them down and let them know where everything was. At dinner time, Kizzy and Jakob led them down to the dining room. They all looked terrified as they held back. Kizzy nudged Jakob.

         ‘Oh, my goodness,’ he laughed, ‘you all look as if we are about to take you to the guillotine!’

         Kizzy said, ‘Please trust us. These people are not as scary as they seem.’

         Seven pale faces did not look convinced.

         ‘Come on, this way.’

         The countess had put out a bit of a welcome spread. The children gasped to see such good food.

         Anna settled down to eat, not daunted in the slightest. Zuzu clung tightly to Strom while Helenka stuck close to his side. Zivan hid behind Matylda, and Damek squeezed Kizzy’s hand.

         Jakob helped Zivan into a chair and put Matylda beside him. He sat on Zivan’s other side. Damek sat opposite with Kizzy, Strom and the girls. Kizzy smiled reassuringly at all of them, doing her best to ignore the worry that kept niggling at her.

         Heinz, the director, his wife, and the countess joined them.

         ‘Good, I’m glad we’re all here. I’m pleased to see you’re sitting near me, young Anna!’ said the countess.

         Kizzy watched Anna glow. She realised that Anna understood the countess in a way she never could. They chatted about things that Kizzy had no interest in. She asked herself whether this made her sad. There was a very definite answer. No. She liked Anna, but she could never be Anna.

         The countess had asked Zivan something.

         Jakob said patiently, ‘Zivan does not speak. He blinked once, which means “yes”, in answer to your question. If he blinks twice, it means “no”. It is very easy to communicate with him.’

         The countess was not happy. ‘That’s ridiculous. The boy needs to speak. He’s just being silly.’

         Kizzy could see Jakob was about to explode and intervened. ‘Zivan doesn’t speak. He doesn’t speak because he has been so traumatised by what he’s seen. It is not ridiculous. He doesn’t have to speak. He will, when his body and mind have processed it all. Until then, we need to be patient and kind … please, Countess,’ she added as an afterthought, so she couldn’t be accused of being rude.

         ‘I see your manners haven’t improved. No man is going to want to marry you.’

         Kizzy closed her eyes briefly. ‘Countess…’

         Heinz reached out and touched her arm. ‘Kizzy, think about what you are about to say.’

         Kizzy glanced at him, then at Jakob. She cleared her throat. ‘Countess, I appreciate your concern for my marital prospects. I’m not sure if I’ll ever marry. If I do, it’ll be to someone who loves me for who I am. And someone who loves the outdoors.’

         There was a moment of silence. Jakob broke it by changing the subject. ‘Director, perhaps you could tell us about how the Americans got on getting the Lipizzaners back from Hostau?’

         The director jumped on the chance to tell the story. But Kizzy was getting more and more sure that her niggle was right. It wasn’t going to be possible for the children to stay here. What would happen to them all? Had she made a false promise?

         They sat eating in silence. Kizzy had never seen the children look so miserable. She glanced across at Jakob and saw him frowning as he ate.

         Suddenly Anna let her fork clatter on her plate as the countess whispered something to her. She shouted, ‘No!’

         Kizzy asked, ‘What’s the matter?’

         Anna stared at her, tears welling in her eyes. ‘You said it would be all right, that we’d be safe.’

         Kizzy felt confused. ‘I don’t understand. Who said otherwise?’

         Silence descended on the table. Everyone watching, waiting.

         ‘Ask her!’ Anna pointed at the countess.

         The countess fussed with her food, before announcing in her clipped voice, ‘I really don’t see what the problem is. I just said that Anna could stay with me, and I was sure that the Red Cross could find somewhere for all the others.’

         A gasp echoed around the room from all the children and other adults.

         The countess snapped back, ‘What?’

         Jakob, Kizzy and Strom all stood up at the same time, their chairs screeching across the floor.

         Strom screamed at them, ‘You promised us we’d be safe. You promised us. We trusted you.’ With that he raced out of the room. Zuzu and Helenka started to cry.

         ‘How could you say that? After all these children have been through? That is so cruel,’ snapped Kizzy.

         ‘We weren’t going to ask you to take them in anyway.’ Jakob thumped the table. ‘Come on, Kizzy, let’s find Strom and make sure he’s all right.’

         Heinz whispered to Kizzy, ‘Go find the boy, calm him, I’ll sort everything here.’

         The two friends raced out of the room, leaving a mass of crying children.

         ‘That’s not how it was supposed to be.’ Kizzy said as they ran through the Schloss looking in every room. There was no sign of the boy. ‘Where can he be?’

         ‘Where do we go when we’re upset?’ asked Jakob.

         ‘Of course, the horses!’ she yelled.

         Both raced down towards the yard. At the entrance, they stopped and listened. In with the normal horse noises was the distinct sound of someone sniffling. It was coming from Pluto’s stall.

         They both edged in.

         ‘Hello.’ Kizzy patted Pluto’s neck. ‘I hope you’ve been looking after my friend. He really needs it.’

         Pluto pushed at Kizzy and snuffled at her hand.

         Strom looked up, his eyes red and swollen. ‘What do you want?’

         ‘To help you,’ said Kizzy. Pluto pushed at Strom gently over and over again. ‘I think Pluto is telling you something.’

         Strom smiled and scratched Pluto’s neck. ‘He’s your horse? He’s really beautiful. He kept resting his head on my shoulder as if he was hugging me.’

         ‘Ha! That sounds like Pluto,’ said Jakob.

         Kizzy smiled. ‘He belongs to the Spanish Riding School, but I ride him. Can we sit with you?’

         Strom nodded. Glancing down, he pulled at bits of straw. ‘I’m sorry I ran off. I was just so desperate.’

         ‘You don’t need to apologise. I’d have done exactly the same thing,’ said Jakob.

         ‘We still stand by what we said. We’re going to find a way to look after you all. Somehow.’ Kizzy looked across at Jakob. ‘He can trust us, can’t he?’

         Jakob nodded. ‘Just give us a bit of time. In the meantime, come back with us to the kitchen, so you can have something to eat. I bet you’re starving. You don’t have to sit in that dining room with her.’

         Strom’s stomach rumbled.

         All three laughed.

         ‘I think that answers that.’

         ‘Are Zuzu and Helenka all right?’

         Kizzy half-smiled. ‘I’m not going to lie, they’re upset, but they’re being looked after. Why don’t you go with Jakob and I’ll check on them for you?’

         Strom stood up. ‘Please.’

         Jakob joined him. ‘See you in a bit, Kiz.’

         Kizzy watched them both disappear as she gave Pluto a final hug. Could she really sort this? Could she convince Heinz to take them all back to his farm? Only one way to find out.

         When she got back to dining room, things had calmed down a little. The countess had left. All the girls had stopped crying, but their faces were tear-stained.

         ‘Where’s Strom?’ asked Zuzu, panicking.

         ‘Don’t worry, he’s with Jakob in the kitchen having something to eat.’ Kizzy saw the relief sweep across her face.

         The director stood up. ‘I might go and see him. I’ve got an offer for Jakob. I want to see if he’ll join the Spanish Riding School and start training with us.’ He grinned at Kizzy as he walked away.

         Kizzy collapsed into the chair. She felt like she had just been punched. Everything they had been through recently involved Jakob. The thought of him not being part of her life was unbearable. She knew she was being selfish, and she should be excited because this is everything he’d always wanted. But her heart had just shattered into a thousand pieces. He and Heinz were her family, her life. What would she do without him?

         Heinz took hold of her hand and squeezed it. ‘I know. He may not take it.’

         She hiccupped back a sob. ‘He must take it. It’s everything he’s ever dreamed of.’ She squashed down her feelings and breathed out slowly. ‘Where’s the countess gone?’

         Heinz shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I think she realized she’d upset everyone and disappeared rapidly.’

         Kizzy hadn’t noticed Frau Podhajsky was still sat in the room until she touched Kizzy’s shoulder. ‘You’re an amazing friend, Kizzy. Why don’t you try and eat something?’

         The girl looked down at the food and wondered if she’d ever be able to eat again. ‘Thank you but I’m not hungry.’

         ‘I understand.’ Frau Podhajsky squeezed her shoulder and drifted out of the room in a waft of perfume.

         ‘Why couldn’t the countess be a bit more like her?’ asked Kizzy.
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        Chapter 42
      

         

         ‘When there’s been a fuss, you know what always makes us feel better? Going to see the horses.’ Heinz looked at all the children. ‘Would you like to come and meet our horses? We might even convince Kizzy and Jakob to dance on the horses for us?’ He winked at them. ‘What do you think?’

         ‘Oh yes, please!’ They bounced in their chairs.

         ‘Come on then. You will have to help me up though. I’m really old,’ said Heinz, holding his hands out.

         Kizzy watched as all the children grabbed his hands and, smiling and laughing, pulled till he was standing. Heinz swept Zuzu up onto his good hip. For a grumpy old man, he was so good with children.

         As they walked out, Heinz shouted, ‘Jakob, Strom, we’re going down to the horses. Meet us there.’

         Kizzy followed behind. Her heart felt so heavy, she wondered if she’d ever feel happy again.

         ‘Oi, grumpy, cheer up,’ shouted Heinz. ‘Go and tack up Raluca and Pluto. You’re going to show these lovely people what you can do.’

         Kizzy did as she was told and quickly tacked up the two horses before leading them outside. Strom and Jakob were waiting for her. She handed Raluca’s reins to Jakob, placing the horse between them so she didn’t have to look at him. ‘Apparently we’re performing.’

         ‘Oh, right.’

         She jumped onto Pluto’s back. ‘Congratulations, by the way.’

         She trotted away before he could respond. It was going to be interesting doing this with an arm that wasn’t working properly. She knew she just had to do her best. That’s what Heinz always said. The thought made her smile.

         Heinz had all the children lined up on the fence. In the distance they could see some golden Kinskys in a field, such a contrast to the Lipizzaners.

         ‘Watch this! Kizzy and Jakob are going to dance on the horses,’ shouted Damek.

         ‘I want you both to do an extended trot followed by a pirouette in opposite corners,’ said Heinz, putting his arms behind some of the younger ones so they didn’t slip off the fence.

         They both did as they were asked. Kizzy focused on Pluto, enjoying the feeling of being on a familiar horse. The children laughed and clapped as the horses spun around in their pirouette.

         ‘Now you can both do the pesade.’

         The two friends focused on getting their horses to rear to a forty-five degrees angle. Kizzy thought how many times being able to get a horse to rear had saved their lives.

         When they started to do an extended trot again, all the children clapped and cheered. It was only a short performance, but it had made the children smile.

         ‘Can I have a ride?’ asked Zuzu.

         ‘Me too,’ called Matylda.

         ‘And me!’ shouted Damek.

         Jakob glanced at Kizzy. ‘Looks like we need to do some pony rides!’

         ‘Not sure you can say that about Spanish Riding School horses!’ she laughed. But her heart ached.

         They both slipped off their mounts.

         ‘Come on, Zuzu, you can go first. You can get on Pluto.’ Strom lifted the small girl up onto the rose-grey horse. ‘Now, hold on tight.’

         Zuzu grabbed onto the pommel of the saddle. ‘He’s pretty. He looks almost pink!’

         Zivan was placed on Raluca. Kizzy noticed how happy he looked. She’d never seen him smile so much.

         As she got to the top of the field and turned around, she saw Heinz, the director and Frau Podhajsky, all talking very animatedly a little way away from the field. The director’s wife’s arms were going all over the place. She was very determined about something. Kizzy wondered what that was all about.

         Probably making arrangements for Jakob, she decided. A lone tear trickled down her cheek. She rubbed it away. ‘Stop being selfish, Kiz,’ she muttered under breath.

         When she got back to the fence, Strom lifted Zuzu off again.

         ‘Thank you, that was the best ride ever.’

         Kizzy smiled at her. ‘Who’s next?’

         Matylda’s hand shot up. ‘Me, please.’

         ‘Kizzy, I want to talk to you…’ said Jakob.

         She didn’t stay to hear what he had to stay. Instead, she marched off with Matylda, who said, ‘Are you all right, Kizzy? You look so sad. Can I do anything to make you happy?’

         Kizzy touched Matylda’s knee. ‘You’re such a kind soul. I’m all right, honestly. Thank you for asking.’

         Jakob caught up with her at the top of the field. He placed Raluca in front of her. Damek was sitting on his back.

         She said, ‘You’re in our way.’

         He grabbed hold of her arm. ‘You need to listen to me. I’ve told the director I’m not ready to leave you and Heinz. I’m only fourteen and I want to wait until I’m sixteen before I join the Spanish Riding School. I think he understands.’

         Kizzy stared at him. ‘Pardon?’

         ‘Wherever you and Heinz and the children are going, I’m going with you.’

         Damek called, ‘Kizzy, he’s staying with us. Do you understand?’

         She flung her arm around him. ‘I’m not losing my brother.’

         He hugged her back. ‘You don’t get rid of me that easily.’

         ‘Now she’s happy,’ Matylda said to Damek. They both clapped.

         The horses were really patient as they took each of the children up and down for a ride. By the time they’d finished, Kizzy and Jakob were exhausted. Kizzy’s shoulder was aching.

         As they finished the last trip and helped Anna and Strom down, Heinz, the director and Frau Podhajsky appeared.

         Heinz stood looking at them all. ‘It’s been quite an eventful day, hasn’t it?’

         Everyone nodded.

         Kizzy said, ‘Jakob’s staying with us.’ Frau Podhajsky grinned at her. Kizzy looked up at the director. ‘Sorry, Director, I know I shouldn’t be pleased.’

         The director laughed. ‘Kizzy, we all know you wear your heart on your sleeve. Now I think you need to listen to Heinz … all of you.’

         Heinz took a deep breath. ‘Dinner wasn’t the nicest of times and you must have felt really unwelcome. I don’t want you to feel like that ever again.’ He looked at all the Gerfunden Kinder. ‘Now the director and his wife and I have been talking. We think we’ve a plan which we hope you’ll all be happy about.’

         The children all looked at each other. Kizzy grabbed Jakob’s hand and squeezed it.

         ‘The director has asked me to stay and help him with the running of the Spanish Riding School,’ said Heinz.

         ‘But what about your farm? Your life?’ said Kizzy, immediately jumping to his defence.

         Frau Podhajsky stepped in. ‘Kizzy, you never stop thinking about other people, do you! It was you that inspired this idea. Now, listen: Heinz only moved to that farm to protect Jakob. He used to live in Vienna and worked at the Spanish Riding School. That’s where his life was before this war.’

         ‘Oh!’ said Kizzy, very surprised.

         ‘Can I continue?’ Heinz smiled at her.

         Kizzy nodded and Jakob hugged her.

         ‘The plan is that I stay here. The director and Frau Podhajsky have offered me a house on the estate for us all to live in. Jakob can do his training; Kizzy can work with the horses too; Anna can see the countess; and all of you can stay with me in safety. If you want to, of course.’

         Everyone was silent, trying to take in the enormity of it all.

         Kizzy spoke first. ‘You mean we all get to stay with you? Jakob gets to…’

         ‘Yes,’ said Frau Podhajsky. ‘I saw your reaction when you heard about Jakob, and I couldn’t do that to a family. You’ve all been through so much and lost so much.’

         ‘So, we’re family now?’ said Strom, picking up Zuzu. ‘All of us?’

         Heinz nodded. ‘All of you.’ He lifted Zivan up. ‘Is that all right?’

         A single blink. Heinz hugged the boy tight. ‘Remember, you speak only when you’re ready. There’s no pressure, young Zivan. A blink works perfectly well.’

         Another blink and a smile.

         ‘What about the countess?’ asked Kizzy.

         ‘I’ve sorted it with her,’ said Frau Podhajsky ‘And she’s very happy to be able to help Anna, if she wants that. You’re off the hook, Kizzy, and back with the horses, because you’re a natural, or so my husband tells me.’

         Kizzy gasped. Tears trickled down her cheeks.

         ‘Happy tears?’ asked Heinz.

         ‘Absolutely happy tears! Thank you, Frau Podhajsky, Director and Heinz.’

         There was an almighty cheer from all the children.

         Jakob pulled Kizzy into a hug. ‘We’re together with the horses.’

         ‘As we should be,’ said Kizzy, ‘in one big, safe family.’

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Lost/Displaced Children
      

         

         All the children in this book are fictional but unfortunately during the Second World War there were children just like them. It was estimated that by the end of the war, 13 million children in Europe had lost one or both parents. Very young children often had no memories of their parents at all. Groups of displaced children would be found wandering in clusters, having been separated from their families. They were sometimes known as lost children or wolf children because they were moving around in packs. UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation), founded in 1945, estimated that 8 million children in Germany, 6.5 million children in the Soviet Union and 1.3 million children in France remained homeless in 1946. During September 1945, UNRRA and other allied agencies were charged with housing, feeding, clothing and repatriating over 6 million displaced persons in Europe. This included at least 20,000 unaccompanied children. (UNRRA was the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration and was an international relief organisation founded in 1943. It became part of the United Nations in 1945 and was dissolved in 1948.)

         A ‘displaced person’ is someone who is forced to leave their home country because of war or persecution; a refugee.

         Many organisations helped the displaced children and still do. UNICEF (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund) was established in 1946. Their aim was to help children and young people whose lives and futures were at risk – no matter who side their country was on. What was most important was reaching every child in need and protecting children’s rights to survive, thrive and reach their full potential.

         Like UNICEF, the Red Cross have been helping displaced children for a very long time. During the Second World War, the Red Cross played an important role in reuniting families. As Allied Forces moved through Italy during 1944, they established a bureau for registering displaced persons. This method of tracing people was recommended for other countries and became common practice.

         They are still helping refugees – the British Red Cross is the UK’s largest independent provider of services for refugees and people seeking asylum.

         This story was based at the end of the Second World War, which seems a long time ago. You’d think that children shouldn’t face being displaced any more, but sadly that’s not the case. UNICEF and the Red Cross still work with the many children that face difficulties today, from war to famine. In 2019, UNICEF reported that throughout the world, 12 million children were displaced, 3.8 million of them by conflict and violence, and 8.2 million because of disasters, linked mostly to weather-related events.

         There are many reasons that people must leave their homes. It is never going to be an easy decision and the journey is likely to be very hard and dangerous. It is important that we always make them welcome and be kind. We do not know what they may have been through.

      
   


   
      
         
            Useful Websites

         

         
            UNICEF

            https://www.unicef.org/what-we-do

            Still helping displaced children

            https://www.unicef.org/migrant-refugee-internally-displaced-children

             

            Red Cross

            https://www.redcross.org.uk/about-us/our-history

            Still helping refugees

            https://www.redcross.org.uk/get-help/get-help-as-a-refugee

             

            UNESCO

            https://www.unesco.org/en

             

            Refugee Action

            https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/about/facts-about-refugees/
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         Note: This story is a piece of fiction. The US army did rescue Lipizzaner horses from Hostau, in a mission called Operation Cowboy. Jakob and Kizzy’s adventures are inspired by this, stories of how people who love horses and care about people might have behaved in a time of fear and desperation.

         You can read more about Jakob and Kizzy in Vanessa Harbour’s previous novel, Flight. Here is the very beginning, of how Jakob’s journey began…
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            Chapter 1

         

         If Jakob sneezed he could die. He pressed a sweaty hand over his nose. Every part of him was shaking. He could hear his heartbeat pounding in his ears as he peered out from his hiding place, tucked behind the straw bales up in the barn loft. Watching, waiting, praying.

         ‘They say you’re hiding a Jew boy,’ the SS officer snapped. Jakob could see his pale face, his tight, thin lips. His eyes were hidden by a cap. Everything about him seemed brutal and sharp.

         ‘What rubbish. Who told you that, Major Bauer? There’s only me and my nephew here. He’s no Jew boy, the authorities know that.’ Herr Engel, Jakob’s guardian, stared straight at the officer, not flinching, not giving any clue that everything he’d just said was a lie. He ignored the soldiers around him, stabbing their bayonets into the piles of straw and hay. But Jakob felt every thrust as if it was going straight through his heart.

         Major Bauer smirked. ‘It’s not my business to tell you who. Just rest assured they’re trustworthy.’

         ‘Really? Is anyone trustworthy anymore? Fear and hunger make people mad and selfish, Major.’ Herr Engel waved his arm around. ‘Look, the horses are starving and we’re starving too. Why would I hide another mouth to feed? There’s already me and my nephew.’ He shook his head.

         ‘Maybe it’s not another mouth – where is your nephew?’ Bauer looked round.

         His guardian rubbed his white beard. ‘He’s out, checking fences for me and collecting firewood,’ he lied again.

         Bauer strode up and down, pushing at sacks with his boot. ‘Never really seen at school or in the village, is he? Bit convenient he’s not here either.’ He stopped. ‘Or maybe that’s your plan? If he’s not a Jew, then maybe he’s old enough to join the army. Tell him he has a week to bring his papers to SS headquarters.’

         ‘Excuse me, sir, I know you’re new to the area and I don’t want to speak out of turn, but we’ve been here three years and everyone knows I need him. It’s just me and him. It’s too much work as it is − look at all these stallions.’ He swept his arm in a flourish again. ‘There’s no time for education. Anyway, you don’t need to read to shovel dung.’

         Jakob gulped. That was the biggest lie yet. Herr Engel was a stickler for education. Every day, ever since he’d found him, he forced him to do lessons. The former Spanish Riding School Rider had very high standards.

         His guardian sighed. ‘Nobody’s queried it before, so why now?’ He spat before continuing, ‘He’s only fourteen. But yes, I’ll tell him.’ He hesitated, putting his head to one side. ‘I could get his papers now if you want?’

         Jakob held his breath. He had no papers, well, none that wouldn’t get him shot.

         Bauer looked slightly flustered. ‘No, I want to see the boy myself.’ He wasn’t used to people calling his bluff, obviously.

         Jakob breathed out slowly, wrapping his arms round his folded legs, holding himself tight.

         ‘Of course. I’ll tell him when I see him.’

         ‘Taking me for an idiot is a big mistake,’ said Bauer.

         Herr Engel shrugged.

         This seemed to irritate Bauer even more. He raised his gloved hand and slapped the groom hard across the face. ‘Show me respect, you old fool!’

         Herr Engel stumbled slightly, putting his hand to his cheek.

         Jakob wished he could jump down and beat the officer to oblivion there and then. He had the strength, he thought. Every muscle in his body tensed as he watched his guardian recover.

         A sneeze began to tickle him again. He knew he mustn’t move. Any sound would kill the pair of them. He held his nose and leant away from his peephole. A cramp ripped through his leg. He rubbed his calf hard, trying to massage the ache away. While he was distracted by the pain, the suppressed sneeze got its own back.

         ‘Attishoo!’

         Jakob froze. Had anyone heard? He peered out to see Allegra, his favourite stallion, pawing at the ground. He neighed loudly.

         ‘I heard something.’ Bauer angrily brandished a Walther pistol, scanning the stalls in the barn. ‘Make that horse shut up or I will.’

         A soldier walked in, raising his arm in salute. ‘There’s nothing here, sir.’

         ‘There must be. Search again,’ Bauer snapped, waving his pistol at Allegra. ‘I heard someone sneeze. Search the stalls in here.’

         Jakob knew this was trouble. The Lipizzaner stallion would let no one in but him or Herr Engel. Allegra was already snorting, flaring his nostrils in protest.

         ‘But…’ The soldier hesitated a moment too long and Bauer turned to point his pistol at him.

         ‘No buts!’

         Clearly shocked, the soldier walked back out into the yard, barking orders. Several soldiers came running in and began to throw straw and hay aside and rip open sacks of feed. As they searched, they threw any horses’ tack they found on the floor and stamped on it. Jakob could see the despair on Herr Engel’s face. All because of him.

         Allegra was panicking. Jakob felt it deep in his stomach. A dull gnawing ache. Peering down, he saw the stallion pacing in his stall, his coat dark with sweat. Now and then he stopped to paw the ground, tossing his head back and calling. Half snort, half whinny. No other horse made that noise. He was calling to Jakob. ‘

         Calm down, boy,’ Jakob said to himself. Forgetting everything, he focused on Allegra. ‘Breathe with me.’ He took in several long breaths, blowing them out slowly.

         Allegra stood still, his head held high, neck arched, ears twitching.

         ‘That’s it, that’s right! Breathe with me.’

         Bauer glanced from Allegra to the hayloft. He thumped the stall door. The stallion jumped back, squealing.

         ‘Don’t forget up there.’ He waved the pistol upwards.

         A wave of despair enveloped Jakob.

         He watched a plump, sweating soldier begin to climb the ladder.
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