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CHAPTER ONE

A CARAVAN, A BUDGERIGAR AND A GIRL, INTERRUPTED

Hadley Boggs lay on her stomach on the narrow bed. She opened the textbook to the first page and read the heading aloud to the empty caravan.

‘Java Programming for Beginners: Interfaces and Lambda Expressions.’

Her skin tingled. Hadley had absolutely no idea what Interfaces and Lambda Expressions were, but she was about to find out – and finding things out was Hadley Boggs’s most favourite thing in the world to do. She leaned closer, then reared back as feathers exploded in her face, tickling her nose and cheeks like a mini-bird tornado.

OK, so the caravan wasn’t completely empty.

‘Not now, Mr Beaks.’ A small green-and-yellow budgerigar dropped onto the open page before her. He tippy-tapped across the book then pecked repeatedly at the word Interfaces as if suspecting it may be a particularly tasty word. Peck. Peck. Peck. Or perhaps, Hadley mused, Mr Beaks disliked the word Interfaces? The little bird was entirely too clever, so either situation was certainly possible.

‘Don’t peck a hole in the page, Mr Beaks. It’s a library book.’ The budgerigar began to slide down the deep dip of the book’s spine, his little talons scrabbling on the smooth paper. He was like a person trying to climb out of an empty bathtub. Mind you, although she was eleven, Hadley had never been in a bathtub. Their caravan didn’t even have a shower, so Hadley and her dad washed at the shower block all the way across the other side of the caravan park. To get there, they had to hike past the fancy tourist vans and the dusty playground, and avoid the murky, too-green swimming pool Hadley had never been desperate enough to swim in, not even when it was so hot she could feel the heat of the concrete path underneath her thongs. She preferred to swim in the nearby ocean, despite the occasional shark alarm and regular bluebottle infestations.

Hadley allowed herself a moment to imagine what it would be like to have her very own bathtub – or even better, her very own house – but pushed the thought aside. There was no point dreaming about things like that. For now, there were cold, sandy rinses in the shower block with wet benches and doors that jammed. There was Mrs Campbell in the next stall over – singing a strange song about washing a man out of her hair in an out-of-tune, old-lady voice.

Hadley exhaled and looked down at Mr Beaks, who had moved to the edge of the book and nibbled a tiny half-moon from the topmost page. She shooed him, but he just fluttered into the air then landed back in the exact same spot, looking pleased with himself. ‘I’m trying to study, Mr Beaks,’ Hadley said, using her strictest voice. ‘You know that Java programming is my passion.’

Mr Beaks tilted his head to look at her. ‘Passion,’ he repeated. ‘Passion.’

The little bird knew that word extremely well. Just this month, Hadley had been passionate about steam trains, then learning to speak French, and now computer programming – specifically, using the programming language called Java. According to Mrs Gibbs, the very helpful librarian at Green Point Library, it was important to pick a particular type of programming language to study if you wanted to learn how to become a computer programmer. And as of last Tuesday, after watching a movie about a feisty and intelligent young woman hacking into the American Central Intelligence Agency, known as the CIA, to expose corrupt officials trying to take over the world, Hadley very much did.

It was her passion.

So, Hadley borrowed the library’s two books about Java programming (and several spy stories about the CIA, for good measure). Whatever Java might turn out to be, Hadley liked the exotic sound of it. Java. Like a tropical fruit that smelled kind of stinky, or a rumbling volcano in a distant country just seconds away from spewing lava over a nearby village.

Java.

Lava.

But before Hadley could read another word, the caravan door flung open and the terrified villagers of her imagination disappeared. The light silhouetted a tall man-shape.

‘Dad! Mr Beaks is out of his cage. Shut the door!’

Hadley wasn’t actually very worried that Mr Beaks would escape. Last month, her dad had left the door open for the whole morning while she was at the library reading about the mechanics of steam trains. When she arrived home, her mind whirling with images of pistons and cylinders and valves, she found a chirping Mr Beaks watching her from the front step. The only real danger was from Mrs Campbell’s tabby, Big Rex, who, though half-blind and half-deaf, sat twitching his whiskers menacingly as he sniffed the air near the merrily tweeting Mr Beaks.

The door slammed. ‘Sorry, love.’

One step took Hadley’s dad, Barry Boggs, past the tiny stove with a kettle on top for tea. The second took him between the television and the kitchen table, which Mr Beaks’s cage shared with Hadley’s ever-growing, tottering tower of library books. Beside the television, which was on top of the fridge, sat a candle that gave Hadley the shivers and that she had yet to convince her dad to throw away. (But more about that particular monstrosity later.) Finally, Hadley’s dad took a third step, bringing him to a halt right in front of her. She cricked her neck to peer up at him.

Hadley’s dad stood with his shoulders slumped and a downcast expression she’d become all too familiar with lately. He held something in his hands. Hadley plastered on a smile and spoke in a cheerful voice. ‘What’ve you got there, Dad?’

‘Probably nothing.’ Her dad exhaled a huge, exaggerated breath. ‘Just my new money-making scheme.’

Hadley’s heart plummeted from its usual position in her chest right down to the tips of her toes.

A new money-making scheme.

When she was little, Hadley had been thrilled when her dad announced he had a new money-making scheme. But now that she was older and wiser (she’d be twelve in eleven weeks, old enough to be a library helper stacking books, Mrs Gibbs said), she had to admit his schemes were getting worse.

Her dad opened his hands.

Hadley looked hard at the item resting on his palms, as though she might be able to change it with the power of her mind. Then she sighed. No, she couldn’t.

It was a pineapple.




CHAPTER TWO

A NORMAL-SIZED PINEAPPLE

‘Um, it’s a pineapple?’

Even Hadley realised this wasn’t the most original response, but what else could she say when her dad presented her, oh-so-proudly, with an ordinary, spiky fruit?

‘It’s not just any pineapple, Hads,’ her dad said, folding his gangly frame over to sit on the bed opposite hers. It creaked in response. Her dad’s bed was the same size as Hadley’s, which meant he called out ‘ow’ at least once a night as he rolled over and banged his head against the wall. A smidgeon of enthusiasm crept into his voice as he continued. ‘This pineapple will make us rich.’

‘That pineapple?’ Hadley clarified, doubtful but pleased to hear the excitement in his voice.

‘Ja-ha.’ Her dad’s unusual accent still occasionally surfaced, though he’d lived in Australia since before she was born.

‘OK. Tell me the plan.’

Her dad smiled, his piercing blue eyes sparkling in his tanned face. Hadley held her breath. Perhaps this project would be one of the good ones. He held up the pineapple and his next words brought her back to earth with a thud.

‘Well, Hads, this isn’t a real pineapple.’

Hadley stared at the fruit. It looked real enough. ‘It’s not?’

‘No, it’s a model of a pineapple. I made it with clay and then painstakingly painted it to look exactly like a pineapple.’ He tapped it with a knuckle and it made a decidedly un-pineapple-sounding clomp-flump sound.

‘OK.’

‘You see, Hads, I noticed how people love the Big Things up and down the Australian coast. You remember we saw the Big Pineapple a few years ago?’

Hadley nodded. She had quite enjoyed seeing the Big Pineapple. It was . . . big. And a pineapple.

‘Then, there’s the Big Banana and the Big Prawn. People love them.’

‘OK,’ Hadley said again.

‘So, this – get ready for it – is a replica of the Big Pineapple. I’m going to sell them to the tourists.’

Hadley blinked. ‘So you’re going to make copies of things that are themselves over-sized copies of normal-sized things, but you’ll make them normal-sized? And you aren’t just going to use the actual thing, which has a purpose – in this case, to be eaten – but you’ll spend time creating something that looks exactly the same as that real thing that actually exists but has no useful purpose.’

‘Exactamundo.’

Hadley’s dad was full of weird sayings like that. She regarded him for a long moment, but before she could speak Mr Beaks flapped past her face in a sudden cloud of feathers. He latched onto her dad’s hair. ‘Exactamundo!’ the bird said, looking directly at Hadley. She rolled her eyes at him.

‘Quelle absurditét!’ Hadley muttered under her breath, shaking her head at her dad’s latest absurd plan while allowing herself a moment of congratulations for remembering some French.

‘What’s that, love?’

‘Nothing, Dad.’

‘So, what do you think, Hads?’ Her dad’s voice had a hopeful note in it. ‘I’ll make a normal-sized model of a banana, too, and of a prawn. People will love them, trust me.’

‘Sounds like a winner, Dad.’ Hadley couldn’t burst his bubble. Not when he was finally excited about one of his schemes again.

Mr Beaks flew around to perch on top of the pineapple and her dad held it up, speaking budgie-nonsense to him. No matter how down her dad was, Mr Beaks always managed to cheer him up. ‘You miss me today, widdle birdie, my Beaky-boy?’ He made the clucking-clicking noise that everyone made to budgerigars and Mr Beaks responded in kind.

While her dad and Mr Beaks talked, Hadley couldn’t help remembering her dad’s most memorable money-making schemes.


BARRY BOGGS’S ALL-TIME

CRAZIEST MONEY-MAKING SCHEMES

1. When Hadley was eight, her dad decided to make and sell T-shirts with puns so bad they weren’t even ironically cool. Slogans like, I bought a boat because it was for sail and I’ve started sleeping in our fireplace, now I sleep like a log. They still had a pile of them under Hadley’s bed. Right this very moment, she wore a T-shirt that said, What do you call a dog who can do magic? A Labracadabrador. Even worse, each T-shirt was in a different shade of brown (poo-brown, vomit-brown, cockroach-brown) because – well, actually, Hadley had no idea why her dad was fixated on brown things. Sometimes, he was just plain strange.

2. When she was ten, her dad decided to make hats for cats. Tiny fedoras, berets and caps with holes cut into them for little cat-ears. Unfortunately, they didn’t own a cat for her dad to test his cat-cranium creations on, so he had been forced to chase local cats around the caravan park, attempting to ram hats on their furry heads. They’d spent a fortune on Band-Aids for his scratches and the hats had been severely damaged in the process. The Owens’ cat, Dumbledore, still hid under their mobile home when her dad walked past.

3. And ta-da! Drumroll please, for her dad’s most recent and what Hadley considered to be his worst scheme. Personalised candles. Really, that didn’t sound too bad, did it? Until you realised those candles were in the exact shape and size of a person’s head. Her dad had made a prototype candle of Hadley’s own life-sized head. Whenever she glanced at the television, she always felt a moment of terror when she saw her wonky face staring back at her. And the image of her wax hair dripping down over her eyes was something she wasn’t likely to forget in a hurry. Any money-making scheme was better than that, she supposed, even models-of-big-things-in-regular-sizes.



‘So, tomorrow, Hads, I’ll go to the fishmongers and make some sketches of a particularly attractive prawn—’

Her dad’s sentence was cut off by a loud knocking on the door. Budgerigar, girl and pineapple-holding man looked at one another, mouths and beaks hanging open.

‘Huh,’ said her dad. ‘Are you expecting visitors, Hads?’

‘Me? No, of course not. We never have visitors.’

‘Huh,’ he said again, chewing his lip. He raised an eyebrow at Mr Beaks, who tweeted once in reply, as if to say, Don’t look at me. ‘Well, then. Huh.’

‘I’ll get it,’ Hadley huffed. Lately, her dad had grown increasingly nervous. ‘Put Mr Beaks back in his cage. Big Rex is getting sneakier every day.’

She leaped up and walked over to the door, yanking it open so hard the caravan shook.

Arranged in a neat semi-circle around their front step were seven adults: two women and five men. All were dressed in heavy-looking black suits, their faces beaded with sweat. One woman stood head and shoulders taller than the others. She was lean and very muscular, with short white-blonde hair, her skin as rich and glossy as the night sky. Hadley almost flinched as the woman’s sharp eyes raked over her, and she quickly pulled the caravan door closed a little so the strangers couldn’t see inside.

‘Greetingsamundo.’ The tall woman spoke with authority. ‘I’m looking for Bartholomew Boggiano.’




CHAPTER THREE

STRANGERSAMUNDO

Greetingsamundo?

That was a weirdly Dad-like thing for the stranger to say. Behind her, Hadley heard a gasp, then the clang of Mr Beaks’s cage door. She resisted turning around to see what her dad was up to. Something about these strangers was odd. The movie about the feisty hacker taking on the CIA was fresh in her mind. Had these dark-clothed strangers somehow hacked into her library account and found her books about Java programming?

Were they here to stop her from saving the world via her new passion for Java?

‘There’s no-one here by that name,’ she said, sweat running down her spine.

The woman scowled, making her even more intimidating, but Hadley straightened her back and held her gaze. 

‘That is impossible,’ the woman said. ‘We received orders from President Nox that we would find Bartholomew Boggiano in Australia. At the Green Point Caravan Resort.’ She looked from side to side, obviously unimpressed. ‘In Green Point, New South Wales. Which is here, yes? At site twenty-three.’

She pointed to a map of the park, no doubt given to her by Kumar at reception. Hadley would need to explain to Kumar the dangers of letting computer hackers into the caravan park the next time she saw him.

‘And here we are.’ The woman spoke with an accent, kind of fancy British, but with a touch of something Hadley couldn’t place.

‘Well, President Nox – whoever he is – got it wrong, I guess.’

The seven people gasped in unison. They formed a huddle and whispered to one another briefly, then spread back out into their semi-circle. ‘You’re absolutely sure there’s no Bartholomew Boggiano here?’ The tall woman’s voice shook. Was she afraid? Hadley felt a chill at the thought of something scaring this woman, who looked like she could crush Mr Beaks with one hand. ‘It’s extremely important we locate him. President Nox told us we must return with Bartholomew, or not at all.’ 

‘Or bring news of his passing,’ muttered the man at one end of the semi-circle. His handlebar moustache twitched.

‘Just what exactly is this President Nox the president of, anyway?’ When Hadley was nervous she had a tendency to be rude. ‘Where are you from?’

The tall woman straightened her spine even further. ‘We are the Council of Seven of the great country of Ludrovia.’

‘Ludrovia?’

The other woman, with red hair and the most freckled face Hadley had ever seen (it was more freckle than not-freckle), stepped forward. She wore the same black suit as the others, but her wrists were lined with dozens of silver bracelets, which tinkled as she moved.

‘Ludrovia is a small land-locked country of 1212 square kilometres, located in Europe. We have 71,889 residents and speak both English and Ancient Ludrovian.’ The woman had a faraway look in her eyes, making her words seem like fiction. ‘Our history has generally been peaceful – except of course for the infamous and deadly Macaron War of 1786 – and our mountains were voted the world’s most scenic in the December issue of Mountain Monthly.’ Several of the men thrust their chests out at that. ‘Our primary industries are dairy farming, cheese-making and petunia production. And, most significantly of all, we’re the only country in the world where goat dancing is practised.’

Goat dancing?

Hadley narrowed her eyes. ‘How come I’ve never heard of this Ludrovia if it’s so great? I’ve never seen it on a map of Europe.’

The tall woman shrugged. ‘We keep to ourselves.’

‘Huh,’ Hadley said. ‘Well, anyway, there’s no-one called Bartholomew What’s-his-name here.’

‘Boggiano. Bartholomew Boggiano.’

The man with the handlebar moustache poked the tall woman in the shoulder and she bristled. He beckoned her closer and she exhaled with obvious annoyance. He whispered urgently at her, and Hadley wiped beads of perspiration from her brow with the back of her hand. She wished she had a weapon but saw nothing more useful than her rubber thongs and an old frisbee. In the CIA movie, the feisty woman had a black belt in karate, in addition to her extensive computer-programming knowledge. Hadley hadn’t yet learned any martial arts or Java. She bit her lip. Had Mr Beaks been trying to tell her something by pecking at the word Interfaces? She was about to push the door open further to check with the budgerigar when the woman shushed the man with a chop of her hand and stepped forward. 

‘I’ve just been informed that Bartholomew Boggiano is now being referred to as Barry Boggs.’

Hadley froze. ‘Barry Boggs?’

‘Ja-ha, and he has a daughter. Hadley Boggs.’ Her gaze was sharp. ‘That must be you, young hobbledehoy.’

Hobblede-what?

‘I . . . ah . . .’

The woman’s eyes locked on to Hadley’s. ‘Hadley Boggs. Is. Your. Father. Home?’

Hadley summoned the last of her defiance, crossing her arms over her chest. ‘What’s it to you?’

‘It’s everything to me, my dear. It’s everything to Ludrovia.’ Her gaze pinned Hadley in place, making her skin prickle. ‘Your father, Barth—I mean Barry, is now the King of Ludrovia.’

King?

Hadley’s legs buckled, but her grip on the door kept her upright.

‘And that means you, Hadley Boggs, are the sole princess of our great country and heir to the throne.’

Princess?

Moving in unison, the seven strangers kneeled on the ground before her and bowed their heads. Hadley stared at them, ice forming deep down inside her.

CRASH!

Hadley shoved the door open and spun around. She saw that her dad – the King of Ludrovia – had become stuck while attempting to climb out of their tiny caravan window. His long legs were kicking frantically in the small space, and her bedside lamp had been overturned on the floor.

‘Perfectamundo,’ she whispered.




CHAPTER FOUR

THE HUMILIATION OF A BRAND-NEW KING

‘Dad! What are you doing? Get out of there!’

‘I’m stuck!’ Her dad’s voice sounded far away, muffled, no doubt, by the rest of his body.

Hadley’s ears burned for him. And for herself. She turned back to the strangers with a tight smile then realised their eyes were still on the ground. All except the tall woman. She lifted a single eyebrow at Hadley, who sighed in response. ‘I think this will be a two-person job. Can you help me?’

The woman stood up and the others glanced at one another, before finally following suit. ‘But . . . that is the king,’ the red-haired woman said in a hushed voice, dusting sand and dried grass from her knees. She regarded his skinny, flailing legs. ‘You cannot . . .’

‘Yeah, well, your king needs help,’ Hadley said. The tall woman followed her inside, ducking her head under the low doorway. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Gatlin.’ Gatlin was the tallest person Hadley had ever met in real life. Her arms were wiry and taut. A good choice, Hadley decided, to help pull a wedged man from a too-small window.

‘OK, Gatlin, let’s do this.’

Hadley and Gatlin approached her dad, Gatlin doing a double-take at the melted-Hadley-face candle on the refrigerator and shuddering as she passed it.

Her dad had somehow managed to get both his head and shoulders through the tiny window. One foot was bare, while a thong hung from the big toe of his other foot. Hadley slipped it off and set it on the floor.

‘Dad! We’re going to pull you free. Stay still, OK?’

Her dad’s voice was faint, but Hadley thought she heard him say, ‘Don’t hurt the pineapple.’

Gatlin took off her jacket and laid it carefully on the bed. ‘We’ll have you out of there momentarily, King Bartholomew. As we say in Ludrovia, piece of croissant.’

Hadley frowned at Gatlin. ‘Don’t you mean “piece of cake”?’

‘Oh no.’ Gatlin shook her head forcefully. ‘We don’t eat cake in Ludrovia. So moist.’ She shuddered in disgust. ‘Croissants are far crispier. Piece of croissant.’

‘Fine. Let’s do it. You take the right foot.’

Several strenuous minutes later, her dad sat red-faced on the bed, the fake pineapple in his hands, staring at a bowing Gatlin and an annoyed Hadley. The other six Ludrovians remained outside, their foreheads almost touching the ground.

‘Can we stop with the bowing?’ Hadley grumbled. ‘We’ll be here all day if you keep doing that.’

All seven lifted their heads. Gatlin cleared her throat. ‘You are Bartholomew Boggiano, the youngest of Queen Beatrix’s seven children?’

Her dad looked like he might object, then exhaled. ‘Yes.’ He wouldn’t look at Hadley.

‘Dad. What’s going on? Why are these people saying you’re the king of some strange country I’ve never heard of?’

Her dad shrugged miserably. ‘I don’t really know. They must be meowing up the wrong tree.’

‘It’s barking up the wrong tree, Dad.’

The Ludrovians and her dad shook their heads together. ‘No, no,’ Gatlin said. ‘Dogs don’t climb trees.’

‘Cats do.’ Her dad and Gatlin spoke together. It hit Hadley that they had the same accent. Understood the same ridiculous phrases.

Her dad really was Ludrovian.

Did that mean he was a king? Hadley’s mind whirled and twisted as she tried to work out the truth.

‘What happened to Mama?’ There was a quaver in her dad’s voice. ‘To my sisters and brothers?’

‘I’m afraid there was an accident, King Bartholomew. Three weeks ago, the entire royal family was killed. Your mother. Your brothers and sisters, your aunts and uncles. All gone. I’m very sorry.’

Her dad’s shoulders slumped. ‘But . . . how?’

The red-haired woman leaned into the caravan, her bracelets jangling as she waved her hands expressively. ‘It was the night of your brother Beauregard’s wedding rehearsal. President Nox organised a divine reception for the entire royal family on their cruiser. You remember the Seas the Day? A lovely vessel. They were out on Lake Jura, and, well . . . the boat exploded.’

Hadley’s eyes widened. Exploded? This was crazier than the CIA movie.


CRAZY THINGS HADLEY HAD

DISCOVERED TODAY

1. Her dad’s real name was Bartholomew Boggiano.

2. He was the king of a European country called Ludrovia.

3. Her dad’s family – the royal family of Ludrovia – were killed when their boat exploded.

4. And finally, the craziest of all, Hadley Boggs was a princess.



Hadley looked at her dad, who seemed just as ridiculous and tanned and ordinary as always.

But now he was a stranger to her.

‘Mama is gone? Bethany? Beauregard? All of them?’

‘I’m afraid so, Your Majesty. Your mother’s Last Will and Testament was read ten days ago live on television and the entire country expected President Nox would take over as king. But your mother had a little surprise for us all.’ The red-haired woman’s eyes filled with tears. ‘P.S., our unpredictable queen had written right down the bottom in tiny letters, my beloved son Bartholomew Boggiano is alive and living in Australia. He was not killed by piranhas in the Amazon as I previously suggested. Sorry about that. Also, he has a daughter. Then she listed your address and current names.’

Piranhas? Amazon?

‘But how did she find me?’ Her dad looked almost as confused as Hadley felt.

‘I’m sorry. That’s classified.’ Gatlin winced. ‘Actually, that’s not strictly true. We don’t know how your mother tracked you down. Not a lizard-tickling clue.’

Lizard-tickling? Why did these Ludrovians have to talk in riddles and strange words?

Her dad picked at the fake pineapple with a fingernail, revealing rust-coloured clay underneath. Hadley needed air. She pushed through the gathered Ludrovians. Outside, life was reassuringly normal. Across the road sat the Owen family’s mobile home with its neat flowerbeds. Clean underwear and baby George’s onesies were pegged to the clothesline. Next door was Mr Lopez’s teal-coloured caravan; beside that the Millers’ RV that hadn’t been driven in three years, not since Mrs Miller got sick.

Nothing had changed, and yet everything had.

Behind her, Gatlin spoke. ‘After the will was read, President Nox sent the Council of Seven to bring you home to Ludrovia as a matter of great urgency. You see, we assist both the president and the queen. We all have our specialties. I’m a lawyer. Thessaly,’ she pointed to the red-haired woman, ‘is a historian. Others of us are doctors and town planners and veterinarians.’

The words fluttered over Hadley but didn’t penetrate. It was all too much. Perhaps the past hour had been a product of her overactive imagination. Had she made it all up? She squeezed her eyes shut then opened them. Nothing. Behind her, the Ludrovians and her dad spoke in low voices. It was real.

Her gaze snagged on a movement on the street corner. A sunburnt man with a pot belly leaned against the sign that read, ‘Slow Down – Kids Don’t Bounce’. He wore cricket whites, a large floppy white hat and had white zinc smeared across his nose. It was strange, as cricket was only ever played in Green Point on Saturdays. Hadley narrowed her eyes at him. The man quickly lifted up a large newspaper and began reading it, his face hidden.

Odd.

Gatlin’s voice floated out of the van. ‘Ludrovia needs you, King Bartholomew. It’s time to come home.’

‘I can’t make this decision on my own,’ her dad said. ‘I need Mr Beaks to help me. Hads! Hadley?’ Hadley spun around, forgetting about the watching man. ‘This decision calls for the avian wisdom of Mr Beaks.’ Her dad was standing now, fidgeting.

‘Sure, Dad, I’ll get him.’

Mr Beaks had been relatively quiet, but at the mention of his name he started tweeting loudly. ‘Mr Beaks help! Mr Beaks help!’

Hadley picked up the cage and forced her way through the Ludrovians, who blinked at one another in confusion. Her dad sat on the bed and Hadley put the cage in front of him. Mr Beaks cocked his head as if listening. ‘OK, Mr Beaks. I need your help and wisdom.’ He bent further towards the bird and spoke slowly, his eyes wide. ‘Should I return to Ludrovia? As usual, left for yes, right for no.’ He held his breath.

On either side of Mr Beaks’s cage, a cuttlefish bone had been shoved between the bars. Hadley fetched these regularly from the beach for the budgie to chew on – they were good for his beak. Mr Beaks listened to her dad, then twisted sideways just a little, fixing one beady little eye on Hadley. She squeezed her own eyes shut, thinking hard.

Ludrovia. Should they go? Or stay?

Mr Beaks tweeted several times in rapid succession. Hadley opened her eyes, took a deep breath and then nodded, just once. Immediately, the budgerigar hopped along his perch all the way to the left and began chewing on the cuttlefish bone on that side of the cage.

Hadley’s dad slumped in relief. He looked at Gatlin. ‘Take us to Ludrovia.’

The tall woman nodded. ‘The plane is waiting.’




CHAPTER FIVE

A PARTICULARLY NOISY AND SMELLY CHAPTER

The plush leather chair made a loud phfft noise as Hadley sank into it, then added a squeaky sssst-sssst for good measure.

Gatlin smirked at her.

‘It was the chair!’ Hadley protested at the unspoken accusation. ‘It really was.’ But she couldn’t hang on to her annoyance for too long, not here.

The Jet Over It was the fanciest plane Hadley had ever been on. Well, it was the first plane Hadley had ever been on, but she was 99.99 per cent certain that it would be fancier than any other plane she’d been on if she had been on any other plane.

It was that fancy.

For starters, the Jet Over It was a private aircraft, so there were no other passengers. No tickets or queuing or shoving too-large suitcases into tiny overhead compartments that would inevitably smash down onto the head of an unsuspecting passenger later who was innocently searching for a neck pillow. (Hadley may not have been on a plane, but she regularly watched travel shows so she was very familiar with the hazards of air travel.)


WHAT HADLEY HAD SEEN OF

THE JET OVER IT SO FAR

1. White leather seats (though they were annoyingly fart-mimicking).

2. Enormous white lounges as soft as the fur of the Owens’ nervous cat, Dumbledore.

3. A dining table big enough for twelve people, set with white linen napkins and gold – gold – cutlery.

4. Two big TV screens. One playing Crocodile Dundee on mute – for research purposes, Gatlin had muttered – the other showing a map with a squiggly red line highlighting their route to Ludrovia. Distance to travel, it said, 16,086 kilometres.

5. Two bedrooms. Bedrooms on a plane! Made up with, you guessed it, white linen. 




WHAT HADLEY HADN’T SEEN

ON THE JET OVER IT

1. Anything lime-green or vomit-beige or mustard-coloured like most things in the Boggs’s caravan.

2. Tattered cat hats and melted face candles covering every surface. (Phew!)



The plane’s engine started, vibrating right down through Hadley’s skin and guts and into her bones. They began to taxi along the concrete towards the runway, so smoothly it seemed the airport buildings must be moving, not the plane. Hadley, her dad, Mr Beaks and the Ludrovians were all seated in big, fat leather chairs set in groups of four, two seats facing two others. Hadley took a seat by the window, with Gatlin opposite, Mr Beaks in his cage on the seat beside her and her dad on the fourth chair. Her dad still cradled his fake pineapple, and he wore a T-shirt in a mud-coloured shade of brown that read, What time did the man go to the dentist? Hadley knew that on the back of the shirt was the answer: Tooth hurty. Her dad had been even quieter than usual since hearing about his family – her family, too, Hadley realised. She wanted to feel sad, but she mostly felt annoyed. She’d had a family her whole life, and she’d never known them.

Now it was too late.

The plane jerked a little, then sped up. Hadley bit her lip and peered out the window. She’d had to leave her library books in the caravan and she knew Mrs Gibbs would be upset. Would they have libraries in Ludrovia? What even was Ludrovia like? Were there deserts? Or mountains? What if it was like Antarctica and there were more polar bears than books? No, polar bears were only in the Arctic, weren’t they? Hadley lifted her thumb and gnawed at the nail with her teeth.

How would she find out if she didn’t have her books?

She watched men on the tarmac waving their arms in a strange kind of dance. Something stirred in the pit of her stomach at the thought of the plane lifting off from the solid earth and rising high into the air and clouds and sky.

The Jet Over It was a very large plane to remain in the sky for 16,086 kilometres.

Grrr. Hadley’s cheeks burned at the sound of her stomach, loud even over the plane’s engine. Grrrrr. ‘Mr Beaks!’ she said, shaking her head at the bird. ‘Are you hungry?’ She didn’t want Gatlin to know the sound came from her, not after the fart noises, even if those had not been her fault.

Mr Beaks regarded her with a tilted head before chirping disapprovingly. ‘Bad girl,’ he said, bounding along his perch.

‘I’m sorry, Hadley. I should have realised you hadn’t eaten lunch. Are you hungry?’ Gatlin asked, obviously not fooled for a minute by Hadley’s attempt to blame her stomach noises on her innocent, if sometimes infuriating, budgerigar.

‘Um, yeah, a little bit.’ Truthfully, she was starving.

‘I’ll call the chef and ask him to cook you something,’ Gatlin said, pressing a button on the side of the chair. ‘What would you like? Lobster mornay or beef Wellington?’

‘Um, beef Wellington, please.’ Hadley had no idea what beef Wellington was, but it sounded safer than lobster mornay.

‘I could eat too,’ her dad piped up. ‘Do you have anything vegetarian?’ Her dad had become vegetarian several years earlier, as he didn’t want to harm animals. The problem was he didn’t like to harm vegetables either, so he mostly ate cheese, bread and pasta.

A bearded man wearing a tall white chef’s hat materialised at her chair. ‘Beef Wellington, please,’ Hadley requested. ‘And can we get a cheese toastie for him?’ she asked, pointing at her dad. The chef nodded and departed.

‘Cheese!’ Mr Beaks demanded.

‘Not for you,’ Hadley grumbled. ‘Dibber-dobber.’

The seatbelt sign lit up on her armrest and two beeps sounded. ‘Seatbelts on, everyone,’ Gatlin said. ‘We’re about to take off.’ She stood up and secured Mr Beaks’s cage before strapping herself in. Hadley did the same.

Her stomach almost fell through the floor and out the bottom of the plane as they lifted off, when the force pressed her back into her seat like invisible hands. They rose over the town and then swung out over the incredible blue of the ocean before tilting and heading back towards land. The paddocks below looked stitched together, like her old patchwork quilt, in shades of green and dusty brown. The hills were blue with eucalyptus trees and sprinkled with dams that glinted in the sun. Hadley wasn’t sure if she was relieved or saddened when clouds abruptly appeared, blocking this strange new view of the world with their fluffy whiteness.

‘Hadley?’ Gatlin leaned towards her, throwing a glance at her dad, whose eyes were closed. ‘Can I ask you something?’ Hadley nodded. ‘Why did your father – the king – ask the little bird for advice? About whether he should come to Ludrovia?’

Hadley sighed. ‘Oh that. Well. Um, a couple of months back, Dad lit the candle he made of my head – you saw that one?’ Gatlin nodded and grimaced. ‘Yeah, it’s not my favourite, either. Anyway, while I was out shopping for groceries one day, Dad lit the candle and fell asleep. He must have had a nightmare and kicked out or something, because one of his little cat sombreros somehow landed on the candle and caught fire. It was only Mr Beaks’s tweeting that saved him.’ Hadley glanced at her sleeping dad. ‘The problem is that Dad’s decided Mr Beaks is special. He thinks he has some sort of amazing wisdom. So now, he won’t make any decisions on his own. He gets Mr Beaks to make them for him.’

‘Like a Birdbrain,’ Gatlin breathed, her eyes flickering to the little budgerigar.

‘What?’

‘In Ludrovia, there’s a prophecy. About the special one. The Birdbrain.’

Hadley snorted. ‘Birdbrain means something different in Australia. I overheard David Wong, he’s the owner of Frydays – that’s our local fish-and-chips shop – call Dad a Birdbrain one time when he ordered takeaway and then forgot to come and pick it up.’ She paused, glancing sideways at Gatlin. ‘Anyway, now Mr Beaks makes all Dad’s decisions. But being a budgerigar, he isn’t always the best decision-maker. For example,’ she said, sitting up taller, ‘there’s this cow.’ She didn’t particularly want to tell Gatlin the rest of this story, but on the other hand it was nice to have someone to confide in. ‘An ordinary black-and-white cow. Her name is Beryl. Dad doesn’t like Beryl. She lives down the road from the caravan park in a paddock and we have to walk past her to get to town. Dad thinks Beryl is a spy, sent to steal his ideas. He wanted to put a blindfold on her so she couldn’t see us when we walked past.’

‘Oh my,’ Gatlin said.

‘Yeah. That’s when I decided to train Mr Beaks so that I can control our decisions.’

‘Clever,’ Gatlin said, with an admiring nod. ‘How did you do it?’

‘Food. Mr Beaks is very food motivated. I rewarded him today by slipping a slice of apple into his cage.’ Hadley shrugged. ‘Most fruit works a treat.’

‘Well, that’s very resourceful of you,’ Gatlin said. ‘Our prophecy speaks of the Birdbrain as one who will come to Ludrovia to save us all.’ She pursed her lips at Mr Beaks, who was hanging upside down and repeating the word ‘cheese’ every few seconds. ‘But I’m not sure Mr Beaks is the Birdbrain.’

Hadley lifted her eyebrows in silent agreement. She picked at the fingernail she’d gnawed on earlier. ‘Dad has been more scatterbrained than usual, lately. And sadder. It wasn’t until the van nearly burned down and he started all this Mr Beaks stuff that I realised it. His ideas, well, some of them are awesome. He really knows how to create fun stuff – when he’s happy.’ She dragged her hand through her hair, talking to herself as much as Gatlin. ‘But Mum’s been dead for years now – since I was three – and he’s not getting any better. Maybe going back to his homeland will be good for him.’

Gatlin put her hand on Hadley’s. ‘I’m sure it will.’

The seatbelt sign blinked off and the chef reappeared with a trolley. On it were two silver food covers. He lifted the first and presented Hadley’s plate of beef with a flourish. A thick oval of perfectly pink meat was encircled by several thin layers of unidentifiable foodstuffs. It was the best thing Hadley had ever smelled. She could barely wait for her dad to be served his toastie – which itself smelled like cheesy heaven and appeared to have at least five layers, each cheese a slightly different shade of yellow. She snatched up her cutlery and carved off a piece of beef. At the first mouthful, she groaned.

‘Good?’ Gatlin asked in a polite voice, though she was unable to stifle a grimace as Hadley began shovelling food into her mouth.

‘Mmm-hmm-ppfffhh,’ Hadley groaned, trying to slow down, but the beef really was outrageously delicious. ‘So, this is what you eat in Ludrovia?’ she managed between bites. ‘I usually just cook cheese on toast or cereal for Dad and me. Dad doesn’t cry when I make that.’

Gatlin looked startled. ‘I should hope not.’

‘He cries when I cook meat or vegetables,’ Hadley explained, then paused as a thought occurred to her. ‘I don’t need to learn how to cook food like this in Ludrovia, do I?’ She looked at the delicate layers. ‘It seems very complicated.’

Gatlin’s brows knitted together. ‘Certainly not. The team of kitchen staff at Eryas Castle are available twenty-four hours a day to cook anything you desire. There are eighteen who work in the kitchen, I believe. One head chef, two deputies, eight sous chefs, then, of course, the specialists for dessert, pastries, meat and fish, and the rest are juniors. Oh, and there are probably another dozen kitchen hands.’

Hadley’s fork clattered to her plate. Behind Gatlin, Thessaly stuck her head over the top of the chair. ‘Actually, Gatlin, there are twenty-one chefs in the kitchen now. President Nox recently hired three hot-chocolate specialists from the cocoa plantations of Ecuador.’ Thessaly grinned conspiratorially at Hadley, her freckles making her look younger. ‘I slipped in there a week ago and tried the dark-chocolate-and-salted-caramel mix.’ She widened her eyes. ‘Super yumalicious!’

Hadley grinned and picked up her fork, feeling some of the butterflies inside her flutter away for the first time since the Ludrovians had arrived.

Maybe this princess situation won’t be so bad, after all, she thought, stabbing a glistening piece of meat and setting it onto her tongue. Maybe next time I’ll even try the lobster mornay.




CHAPTER SIX

COMING HOME

Despite her vow to stay awake for the entire flight and explore the plane from top to bottom, Hadley fell asleep after eating a weirdly named but surprisingly delicious dessert called Raspberry Fool. The spoon was still in her hand when her eyelids dipped shut.

Gatlin’s cool touch on her shoulder woke her as the plane prepared to land. The tall woman handed her a waffle sandwich loaded with bacon and maple syrup. Again, it was strangely wonderful.

Outside the tiny round window, all was darkness. It was almost dawn, according to Gatlin, and Hadley was surprised to learn she’d been asleep for eighteen hours. The Distance to Travel screen now showed a much shorter red line and read 342 kilometres.

Hadley’s heart thudded as she licked sticky maple syrup from her fingers. Her stomach experienced only the briefest sensation of I’m-going-to-fall-from-the-sky-like-a-huge-bag-of-rocks as the wheels touched the tarmac and the brakes stopped the plane so suddenly she was pressed hard against her seatbelt. The pressure sent Mr Beaks flying from his perch to become a ball of flapping and chirping feathers. They finally stopped. The Ludrovians hurried them off the plane and Hadley shivered in the cool, pre-dawn darkness.

She breathed in Ludrovia. The scent was a mix of wildflowers, unfamiliar animal dung and pine needles. She was taken to the second of the two limousines that drove right up onto the tarmac and waited by the plane. Piling in with her was her dad, Gatlin, the moustachioed man – whose name was Yarrow, she’d learned – and Mr Beaks in his cage. The other Ludrovians filled the first limousine.

As the car pulled out of the airport and onto a wide, empty road, Hadley’s excitement returned. She had just been on a plane for the first time in her life and was now in a foreign country heading for a castle, where she was going to be a princess. She pressed her face against the glass, curious to see this new place but unable to make out more than dark shapes and the headlights of other vehicles.

‘We’ll drive through Ludrovia’s capital city – Yagos – then make our way to the castle. It should take half an hour or so,’ Gatlin told them. ‘President Nox has asked us to take you directly to him.’

‘This President Nox. I don’t think I recall him,’ her dad said, his eyes glued to the darkness outside. ‘What’s he like?’

‘Jolon Nox has been our revered president for sixteen years now.’ Yarrow pronounced the j in Jolon like the j in jolly. ‘Before that, he was your mother’s adviser, her right-hand man. They’ve worked together since before you were born,’ Yarrow responded.

‘Mmm. No. Oh, well maybe I do. It was a long time ago.’

‘President Nox has made Ludrovia richer and improved the quality of life for all Ludrovians.’ Yarrow’s voice was filled with awe. ‘The people would be lost without him.’

Hadley’s dad dragged his eyes away from the window. ‘But what about Mama – the queen? Mama was always a fair and just ruler, and the people loved her. Surely that didn’t change while I was gone?’

Yarrow’s eyes flickered to Hadley and her dad, then slid away. ‘Ah, no, of course not, Your Majesty. Queen Beatrix was a fine queen. A woman of wisdom. She’ll be greatly missed by all her subjects.’

There was an awkward pause, then Gatlin gave Yarrow a warning glance before clearing her throat. ‘Ludrovia is very beautiful this time of year, Hadley. Your Majesty, do you remember what spring in our country is like?’

‘Of course. Spring was always my favourite season in Ludrovia.’ He gazed past them, a half-smile lifting the corners of his mouth. ‘Brisk mornings. Fields that turn pink and white with wildflowers. The delightful smell of blossoms wafting through the castle grounds. Waterfalls appearing on the mountains after rain and cowbells ringing all day as the shepherds moved their animals up to feed on the sweet grass of the higher ground.’ He paused. ‘Beauregarde and Bertram – two of my brothers – and I would slide down the mountain slopes on sleds we’d made from odd pieces of timber. We’d take turns leaping across the swollen creeks. Devils we were! Later, we’d go scouting for the first wild strawberries of the season.’ He gave a sharp laugh. ‘They were so sour! I doubt I could resist Ludrovian strawberries, even now. And how could I forget drinking Zinnia’s hot chocolate in the castle kitchen? Or rehearsing for Mama’s Goat Day play for weeks on end.’ Her dad’s words trailed off, and he ran his fingers along the length of his ponytail that hung down over his shoulder.

Hadley’s chest ached. ‘Why haven’t you been back here before now, Dad? Why didn’t you bring me?’

He turned to Hadley as if he’d forgotten she was there. ‘I meant to. I always wanted to bring you and your mother home to Ludrovia. Heather adored the mountains. You know that’s where we met? In the Andes. In Chile. Heather worked in the ski fields, and I was a tourist. Totally smitten by her. Love at first bite, it was.’

Bite?

‘We shared a muesli bar on the ski lift,’ he explained when he saw Hadley’s confusion. ‘Heather would have adored Ludrovia. But we were young and too busy seeing the world, and then she became pregnant with you. Heather wanted to settle down then, so we gave up backpacking and found a caravan in Australia. We were happy.’ His smile faded. ‘But then she got sick.’

Her dad turned back to peer out of the window. ‘After she died, I guess I lost my way.’

Hadley swallowed over the lump in her throat and turned to face the window, not wanting her dad or the Ludrovians to see her cry. But when she looked outside, her eyes widened. Dawn had broken; the sky was orange and the sun lit up the city.

Yagos.

Hadley had been to only one city before – Sydney, the biggest city in Australia, and that was years earlier. Yagos looked nothing like Sydney. It was smaller, for one thing. Yes, there were a few skyscrapers and office buildings and traffic lights, but over them all soared snow-capped mountains reaching so high she had to crane her neck to see their summits. And there were also pretty, steep-roofed buildings that were painted white, with flowerboxes below their windows. And in front of them were huge sandstone structures with plazas and fountains. The city looked like it belonged on a box of chocolates.

But it wasn’t just the buildings that amazed Hadley.

Along the side of the road, hundreds of people had gathered. They stood waving signs with slogans like, Welcome Home Bartholomew and We’ve Missed You. Some waved a brown-and-white flag, which showed the silhouette of a leaping goat. No, wait, it was a dancing goat. She realised it was a similar shade of brown to the T-shirts her dad made.

The Ludrovians were a people of all shapes, colours and sizes. She saw young and old; several people in wheelchairs had been moved to the front with the children so they had a good view. There were dogs and toddlers and people with walking sticks. She even saw a group of clowns, with white face paint, red bow ties and colourful curly wigs. Everyone in the crowd smiled and waved, and Hadley almost turned around to look behind her before realising they were waving at her and her dad.

We love you Princess Hadley!

The sign, held up by a little boy, shocked Hadley. Automatically, she waved at the boy and he grinned, jumping up and down before the limousine continued on and she lost sight of him. But others in the crowd had noticed and they began cheering. Hadley tore her eyes from them and looked at Gatlin.

‘Why are they cheering for us? They don’t even know us.’

‘You’re a Ludrovian, Hadley,’ Gatlin said. ‘They know you will look after them, like your family did.’

The crowds thinned, the buildings became fewer and the road narrowed until it became a winding path up a tree-covered hill. The limousine was so close to the edge of the hill, Hadley held her breath.

‘Yagos is Ludrovia’s only city,’ Gatlin told her. ‘About thirty thousand people live there. Not many, I know. Ludrovia is a small country. You could drive across it in a couple of hours. Most Ludrovians know someone who knows someone else in Ludrovia – or have a cousin who does. But we like it that way.’ Gatlin gave one of her severe smiles. ‘We have some impressive mountains – I’ve heard Switzerland is jealous of our highest peak, Mt Keller – and a deep lake, which never freezes, even in our harshest winters.’ The limousine jerked as the driver stopped for a herd of goats crossing the road. ‘The whole of Ludrovia could fit into Sydney ten times over.’

Sounds like the kind of place I could make friends, Hadley thought, the idea simultaneously terrifying and exciting.

‘Not long now, Princess,’ said Yarrow. ‘We’ll soon be home.’ He spoke with such relief it seemed to Hadley that he’d been the one who’d spent his entire life away from Ludrovia, not her. ‘We’ll take you directly to Jolon Nox. He’ll be happy to see you, I’m sure,’ he said, twiddling the tip of his moustache. ‘But, as we say in Ludrovia, he’ll be over the sun when he sees the gift I’ve brought him.’ He tapped the gift bag sitting next to him.

‘Don’t you mean over the moon?’

‘Moon? No, the sun, of course. The sun is warm and bright, and he’d be much happier being over it than the boring old moon.’

The Ludrovians all laughed. Even her dad managed a smile.

‘But . . .’ Hadley began then decided it wasn’t worth it.

A smell of pine needles grew stronger. Hadley pressed a button and the window lowered. She breathed in the fresh scent of grass.

It smelled like home.

Hadley wondered how she could feel like this. That Australia was still her home, but somehow, already, Ludrovia was too. She glanced down the hill and saw a goat with a mouthful of yellow flowers. Suddenly, it spun away from the vehicle and Hadley could have sworn it did a little jig as it pranced away down the mountain.

‘What do you reckon, Mr Beaks?’ She stared at the budgerigar, who had been unusually quiet since they’d left the plane. ‘Do you think you’ll like Ludrovia?’

Mr Beaks jumped from bar to bar until he hung upside down from the roof of his cage. ‘Birdbrain,’ he chirped. ‘Bird. Brain.’

Gatlin’s head swivelled around to him. Hadley shrugged. ‘He must have been listening to us. You’re a bit of an eavesdropper, aren’t you, Mr Beaks?’

But the bird refused to say more, just hung upside down and stared out of the window.

‘We’re here,’ said the driver. ‘Welcome to Eryas Castle.’

Gatlin waited for the driver to open the door and Hadley climbed out first. The driver stood politely. Under his peaked cap his head was bowed, but Hadley could see his face was red, some skin peeling from his nose. The man’s black suit jacket was pulled tightly across his large stomach. The driver bowed again and walked back towards the front of the limousine, but not before Hadley caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a tiny smear of white on his cheek. She frowned, but then the sun glinted on something behind her and she turned, the driver immediately forgotten.

‘Holy moly!’

Eryas Castle was like something from a fairy tale – all triangles and cylinders and pointed spires painted such a pristine white that they glowed – topped by a steep grey roof. The castle perched high over a valley, in the space between two mountains, like a bridge between them. It was enormous, with a dozen turrets and towers of different heights and sizes, hundreds of arched windows and pine trees at its base.

‘You are home,’ Gatlin said, then her voice softened, ‘Princess.’

Hadley glanced at her dad. He stood very still, regarding the castle in the exact same way he looked at Beryl the cow as he scurried past her on his way to town.

As if it was out to get him.




CHAPTER SEVEN

ASLEEP ON THE THRONE

They walked down a winding path to the castle grounds and halted at a drawbridge over a moat.

A moat.

Yarrow led the group, stopping to knock on the huge timber arch with his free hand. The other hand clutched his gift bag, on which Hadley now saw the words Fair Dinkum Aussie Duty Free. There was a long pause, and Hadley had the creepy feeling that archers might start firing arrows at them from above, or that the drawbridge would open to armour-wearing soldiers on horseback. Instead, surprising her, a normal-sized door cut into the gate opened. A nice trick.

‘You’re back! You found them!’ A boy appeared, jigging from side to side and staring at Hadley with lively brown eyes. He looked a bit younger than her and seemed to be of Chinese-Ludrovian descent, with a wide mouth and black hair that fell across his forehead, making it hard for him to see.

Yarrow pursed his lips at the boy and waited. ‘Sorry! Sorry,’ the boy said, still grinning. He pushed the hair from his eyes and made a grand gesture with his hand. ‘Welcome to Eryas Castle! Dad had to go to the toilet – Zinnia’s fault, he reckons, thanks to last night’s curry – and he put me in charge.’ He puffed out his skinny chest.

Gatlin stepped in front of Yarrow. ‘Do your job, then, young ankle-biter. Let us in.’

He took a final look at Hadley and her dad then turned and raced back inside. Gatlin entered and the rest followed. As Hadley passed through the gate – which was as thick as her head – she came face to face with the boy.

‘I’m Felix,’ he said, almost breathless.

‘Hadley.’

‘I know. You’re the new princess. I’m so sorry about the queen and the rest of your family. Bit rough for you, hey?’

Hadley nodded, strangely touched by his words.

Yarrow, holding Mr Beaks’s cage, appeared at Hadley’s side. ‘Enough, Felix. Go find your father. Tell him to plan his . . . whoopsie breaks . . . a little better next time. The new king and princess don’t need to hear about such things.’

‘Sorry, sir.’ Felix didn’t look at all sorry, though, and when he grinned at Hadley she couldn’t help but smile back.

They left Felix and his dad, a thickset man who’d emerged from a side door buttoning up his trousers and gawping at the newcomers in shock, and made their way along another path towards the castle. Hadley took in the grounds, her head swivelling like one of those laughing clown heads at a fair. The manicured lawns stretched off into the distance, studded with hedges and flowering fruit trees and wrought-iron chairs and benches. They crossed another small bridge and found themselves at the castle. Facing them was a polished rectangular front door even larger than the drawbridge. This time when Yarrow knocked, the whole thing swung open.

Hadley’s sneakers squeaked on patterned tiles as she followed the Ludrovians through the castle. They twisted and turned along hallways, Hadley catching glimpses of dark rooms, some filled with furniture covered in white cloths, others with fancy lounges and tables and armchairs uncovered. Her senses were dazzled by gold and jewel-coloured fabrics and faded tapestries, by candelabras and carved timber columns. She imagined the tiles under her feet were hundreds of years old, but they looked brand new. Cool air wafted over her, smelling like the museum she visited once in their neighbouring town of Eden Valley. Like crackly old newspapers and dust and furniture polish.

When they finally stopped, Hadley was so busy admiring the mural of a man in a puffy-sleeved shirt extending a hand to a half-man half-horse that she almost trod on Gatlin’s heels.

‘Careful!’ Mr Beaks chirped from somewhere behind her.

She looked up and realised they were in a huge, almost-empty room. Paintings as large as their caravan hung side by side on the walls, most of them depicting what looked like soldiers fighting while simultaneously eating small round biscuits. She noticed a goat was in every painting, kind of like a goat version of Where’s Wally. At the far end of the hall, a very skinny, tall man was sprawled over the largest and fanciest chair Hadley had ever seen, his face pointed to the ceiling. He didn’t move, then let out a loud snore. The Ludrovians glanced uncertainly at each other.

‘President Nox,’ Thessaly whispered to Hadley. ‘He appears to have . . .’

It was Gatlin who took the initiative.

She coughed.

Nothing happened.

She coughed again, a little louder.

Still President Nox slept on. He gave another snore.

Gatlin looked from one nervous Ludrovian to another and sighed. She turned back to the president and let out a huge pretend sneeze.

President Nox hurtled out of the seat as if shot from a cannon.

‘AH. OH. WHAT IN THE NAME OF THE DANCING GOAT . . .  ?’

He surveyed them groggily, as in the way of someone woken suddenly from a nap by a loud sneeze: the Ludrovians, Hadley, her dad holding his pineapple, Mr Beaks in his cage where Yarrow had set it on the floor. He scowled. The other Ludrovians began looking around the room as though it wasn’t them who had sneezed.

Gatlin cleared her throat and stepped forward. ‘President Nox. I present to you King Bartholomew Boggiano and his daughter, Princess Hadley.’

The president was even taller than Gatlin, though where she was muscular and wiry, he was stick-thin and very pale with a beaky nose and slightly bulbous eyes. His mop of thick, black hair was messy after his nap, but it was well cut and styled in an old-fashioned way. It was difficult to pinpoint how old the president was; plenty old enough, Hadley suspected, that he might use dye to keep his hair jet black. He must be at least sixty, maybe seventy.

‘Ah, so you found them.’

Hadley couldn’t work out the president’s tone, but then he gave a wide smile. The effect, Hadley thought, was as if a daddy-long-legs spider showed a mouthful of very white teeth.

‘I’ll be jitterbugged,’ he said. ‘It’s the long-lost Boggs family, all the way from Australia.’




CHAPTER EIGHT

A MAN WITH TRULY SPECTACULAR HAIR

The president crossed the room, his shiny black shoes rapping across the hard floor like an old man cracking his knuckles.

Halfway across he paused, tilting his head at an ornate mirror and using his fingertips to brush and tug at his hair. It took about fifteen seconds, and when he was finally satisfied he nodded at his reflection and continued on.

President Nox halted before Hadley and her dad, bowing briefly. ‘Welcome, My King. It’s been a long while, but perhaps you remember me? When you departed Ludrovia, I was your mother’s adviser.’ Her dad shook his head, and the president continued, looking a little deflated. ‘No matter. We were astounded to find you alive and well in Australia and are even more thrilled, of course, to have you back in Ludrovia.’

He turned to Hadley and she almost flinched when his eyes – as dark as the caravan park’s toilet block at midnight and just as ominous – locked on to hers. ‘Welcome to Ludrovia, Princess Hadley. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ His smile faded as fast as a summer storm over the van, and his gaze returned to her dad.

‘Of course, My King, we’re still mourning the loss of your beloved mother, Queen Beatrix, and the rest of the royal family. Such a dreadful, outrageous loss.’ Jolon’s expression mirrored his words, but his eyes slipped away as fast as Dumbledore the cat after spotting her dad with a very small beret in his hand.

Hadley glanced over at her dad. Tears filled his eyes, but he didn’t speak. I guess I’d better say something for us both. She tried to remember the fairy tales and princess stories she’d read as a younger child.

‘Thank you, my good President Nox,’ she said in as regal a voice as she could manage. ‘It is an honour to be here. We are most beholden to you for your gracious words.’

Beholden was a word often found in fairy tales and princess stories, Hadley had noticed. 


BEHOLDEN: OWING THANKS OR HAVING A DUTY

TO SOMEONE IN RETURN FOR HELP OR A SERVICE.



President Nox looked taken aback. Gatlin’s lips lifted just a little.

‘Ah, right.’ He smiled at her dad again, taking in the fake pineapple in his hands with some confusion. ‘I’m sorry you found me seated on your throne, King Bartholomew. Such a sacrilege and not something I would normally do, of course. Um, I was testing it for you, actually.’ He blinked a couple of times and when he spoke his voice was higher. ‘It appeared to have a wobbly leg and the thought of it collapsing under the weight of the new king . . . Well, I had to ensure it was sturdy, even at the risk to my own wellbeing.’

Hadley glanced back at the throne. It was as big as a small car. She had never seen a chair that appeared so unlikely to collapse.

President Nox swept his arm towards it. ‘I have determined that the throne is, indeed, robust. Come and sit on it, Your Majesty. Give it a whirl, so to speak.’

‘Ah, well, maybe l-later,’ Hadley’s dad stammered.

‘Nonsense. You must be tired, King, and in need of a seat. Come.’

Soon the whole party was shuffling over to the throne and her dad perched uncomfortably on the edge of it.

‘Nice,’ he managed. ‘Big.’

No-one spoke. The president cleared his throat. ‘So, King Bartholomew . . .’

‘Call me Barry.’

‘Certainly . . . Barry. Firstly, about your coronation.’ President Nox grimaced. ‘We’ve cancelled the formal ceremony. Unnecessary to burden the people with the costs of such a celebration, don’t you think? I’ll get you the forms to sign and you’ll be king. Easy-peasy. I assume that’s alright?’

Her dad opened his mouth, but President Nox went on before he could speak.

‘Wonderful. Also, I’d like you to know, King Barry, that I’m your most loyal servant, as I was to your good mother.’ Something flashed behind his eyes, but he continued smoothly. ‘I’m well aware that you’ve never been a king before, and hence place all my knowledge at your disposal. And you may do as much or as little as you please. If you’d like to spend your days sliding down the mountains on sleds eating strawberries, or drinking hot chocolate made by our talented new Ecuadorian cocoa chefs in the kitchens of Eryas Castle, then of course, you may do so.’

How did he know her dad so well? Hadley wondered.

‘I, President Jolon Nox, can take over all the boring day-to-day tasks of ruling.’ He stuck out his tongue. ‘Ugh. There are so many dreary duties for a king. Meetings. Spreadsheets. Giving orders to your minions – I mean, staff.’

‘Really? Actually, I’d be happy to learn to rule, Jolon, I never got the chance to do so when I was young.’

Hadley could tell the president didn’t like her dad using his first name. He leaned his spindly frame over. ‘My King, if I may ask you a serious question?’ Her dad fidgeted before nodding. The president moved even closer. ‘What shampoo keeps your hair so lustrous?’

Her dad blinked.

‘Your hair is so wonderfully thick and shiny. Do you use something special? Egg yolks? Olive oil? Or do you take vitamins?’ He must have seen the surprise on her dad’s face. ‘I ask as a fellow hair devotee.’ He touched his hair lightly and looked at the Ludrovians, who made approving noises.

‘It looks particularly splendid today, President Nox,’ Yarrow piped up.

Hadley had to admit that the president did have good hair. It was short at the back but longer and styled at the front to a kind of wave. She’d seen a couple of old Elvis Presley movies on TV and it reminded her of that king.

‘Ah,’ her dad said, sounding a little confused. ‘Nothing. I just use whatever shampoo Hadley buys.’

The president swivelled back to Hadley. ‘Aha! Princess Hadley! You must tell me all about this miracle shampoo. Perhaps you could become my hair adviser. That would be a lovely job for a little girl like yourself, don’t you agree?’

Shampoo? Hair adviser?

‘Thank you, Jolon.’ She emphasised his name. ‘But I have zero interest in hair or shampoo. I did read an interesting book last year called Fun Facts About Stuff that Will Blow Your Mind. So, I know that a new hair begins to grow as soon as one is plucked from its follicle. Also, that all the hair you can see on your head is dead, and that hair grows faster in warm weather. But although I have heaps of passions, President Nox, I’m afraid I have little interest in becoming your hair adviser. Zilch, in fact.’

The president’s eyes narrowed and he lifted a hand to his head, apparently without realising it. ‘I see,’ he said. He paused, then changed the topic. ‘Will you miss your school in Australia? Your friends?’

‘I’m homeschooled,’ Hadley responded, ignoring his mention of friends. She didn’t want to talk to him about her friends, or her lack of them. If she was being honest, Mrs Gibbs from the library was probably her closest friend. There was Mr Beaks, of course. And her books.

‘Homeschooled? By . . . Barry?’

She narrowed her eyes at his tone. ‘Well, yes. But I mostly teach myself.’

‘Yourself?’ The president raised his eyebrows at the other Ludrovians. One of them, possibly Yarrow, let out a snort.

Hadley pulled her shoulders back. ‘Yes, but I work very hard.’

‘She’s a smart girl.’ Her dad glanced up from his pineapple, his words surprising her. ‘Smarter than her old man, that’s for sure.’

‘Really?’ Jolon’s tone was disbelieving.

Hadley lifted her chin. She liked being smart. Well, what she really liked was learning stuff. But she didn’t like this man assuming she was only interested in shampoo, of all things. ‘I have a passion for learning, Mr President. I spend an hour a day on writing, an hour on history,’ she said, ticking her day off on her fingers. ‘I read for two hours, plus I conduct science experiments using the caravan park’s barbeques as Bunsen burners and I know all my times tables by heart.’

‘Barbeques for science experiments? Look, I’m sure you do your best, my dear.’ Hadley opened her mouth to respond, but Jolon beat her to it. ‘However, you’re in Ludrovia now. We have an amazing school right here in the castle. Normally, the children of the royal family have their own class, but since there is now just one of you left, I suppose it makes sense for you to join the children of our staff in the regular school. I’m sure you’ll be very happy.’ The president turned and bellowed, ‘Inez!’

An elegant young woman wearing enormous glasses appeared as quickly as Big Rex appeared at their caravan window when Hadley opened a tin of tuna. ‘Yes, Mr President?’

‘Get Hadley a state-of-the-art computer and some books ready for school tomorrow. She should start immediately.’

‘What books should I procure, Mr President?’

‘Oh, all of them.’ He waved a hand vaguely and Inez departed. ‘Yes, I think school will be the best thing for you, Hadley.’ He turned his ghastly spider-smile on her dad, who flinched. ‘It will keep you nice and busy while I get to know your father better.’

Hadley wanted to object, mostly because the president was really quite disagreeable, but the idea of attending a proper school and having her very own books and even a computer was the most thrilling thing she had ever heard. Better even than a house with a bathtub.

‘And today,’ Jolon continued, ‘I’ll arrange for you to have a helicopter tour of Ludrovia.’

Helicopter!

‘Gatlin? Can you fit them in?’

‘Of course. I’ll prepare the chopper now.’ Hadley stared at the tall woman. ‘I fly helicopters in my spare time,’ Gatlin explained before striding off.

Of course she does.

The president looked about to dismiss them, but then shrieked as the ball of feathers that was Mr Beaks exploded in his face. He ducked and weaved and waved his hands frantically, but Mr Beaks dodged them, flapping to a happy halt right on the very top of Jolon’s head. The president froze.

‘What is that thing?’ he hissed. ‘Get it off my beautiful hair.’

Hadley spun around to look at Mr Beaks’s cage, where Yarrow had set it on the floor. ‘You didn’t use the peg to shut his cage door,’ she told the moustachioed man. ‘Without the peg he can open the cage by himself.’

Yarrow spluttered and Hadley turned away, walking over to the president. ‘Mr Beaks,’ she addressed the budgerigar, ‘I’ve told you before you have to stay in your cage. It’s for your own safety.’

‘Escape. Escape,’ the little bird chirped rather smugly, but he nevertheless climbed onto Hadley’s outstretched finger.

She held him level with the president’s eyes, and Jolon took a large step backwards.

‘It’s just our budgerigar, Mr Beaks,’ Hadley said. ‘He won’t hurt you.’ The president brushed at his hair and ran over to the mirror to check it. ‘Or your hair.’ Mr Beaks tweeted in apparent disagreement. ‘Well, he might nibble it a bit, just a little. But he sits on our heads all the time and our hair is perfectly fine.’

‘It’ll be alright,’ Jolon whispered to the mirror. ‘Deep breaths. You’re still as beautiful as ever.’

Goodness, Hadley thought, he really does love his hair.

She put Mr Beaks onto her shoulder as Yarrow cleared his throat and walked over to the president. He held out the gift bag. ‘Perhaps, President Nox, this gift will please you.’

Well done, Yarrow, Hadley thought, forgiving him for forgetting the peg.

Jolon spun around. He glanced suspiciously at Mr Beaks, but then his eyes fell on the gift bag like a child on his birthday. ‘Hand it over, then, Farrow.’

‘Yarrow,’ Yarrow corrected. The president frowned. Yarrow quickly thrust the bag towards him.

Jolon grabbed it and pulled out something furry. Hadley’s skin crawled.

‘Oh my,’ the president said, waving it around. It was a kangaroo arm – a real one, by the look of it, complete with claws. ‘A worthy addition to my collection. Well done, Farrow.’ He saw Hadley’s disgust. ‘Nothing to fret about, little tacker. It’s just a backscratcher. A fine example for my collection.’ Jolon’s eyes were alight with excitement. He held one end of the arm and reached the claws over his shoulder, pretending to scratch his own back. ‘See? Currently, I’m collecting backscratchers. This will be number six thousand, four hundred and eighty-two.’

Jolon turned and waved the kangaroo limb at her dad, the vegetarian. He looked like he might faint. ‘My collections are really quite something, Your Majesty.’ Jolon couldn’t keep the pride from his voice. ‘You know what? I think before you have a tour of Ludrovia, you should come and see them.’

‘I really don’t think . . .’ attempted her dad.

‘We’re actually pretty tired . . .’ tried Hadley.

‘Nonsense. You’ll love my collections. Everybody does.’ The president held up the hideous kangaroo arm and punched the claws towards the ceiling. ‘To the Collection Wing!’




CHAPTER NINE

SO MANY KINDS OF WRONG

‘Here we are. The Collection Wing!’

Hadley held Mr Beaks’s cage with the budgerigar safely ensconced inside – peg attached – and followed the president, her dad and the Ludrovians along draughty hallway after draughty hallway lined with hulking suits of armour polished to a high sheen – empty, or so Hadley hoped – until they finally reached another impressive door. Jolon unlocked it with a huge key and pushed it open. It creaked dramatically. They were faced with another long hallway, this one empty but smelling deliciously of biscuits. Hadley’s stomach growled.

‘Ja-ha, you’ve noticed the scent,’ the president said. ‘That’s the scent of war, you know. This wing was once home to the Ludrovian army. But we’re now a peaceful people and several years ago your grandmother, the queen, allowed me the privilege of commandeering this wing for my collections.’

‘War? Why does it smell so good?’ Hadley asked. ‘Like biscuits?’

‘Macarons, to be precise. From the gruesome and horrific Macaron War of 1786.’ A tear formed in the corner of the president’s eye. ‘A complex war – I won’t burden you with the details – suffice it to say it was the deadliest, most terrible time in the history of Ludrovia.’ He shrugged. ‘However, the biscuits were rather delectable and the scent of them lingers in the walls today.’

‘Yum!’ cheeped Mr Beaks.

The president turned and flung open the first door. ‘Ta-da!’

Hadley stepped inside after him, then recoiled almost as much as she had at the sight of the stuffed kangaroo arm. The enormous room was filled with hundreds of people. But not real people.

Mannequins.

Of all shapes and sizes and skin colours, some naked, some dressed in tacky outfits. There were skinny and fat mannequins, child-sized mannequins, headless mannequins – some were just torsos on a stand. Most stood upright in various poses, others had been placed in seated positions that would be painful if they were actual humans. There was even a pile of mannequins – stacked horizontally – on the floor in the far corner of the room.

‘Nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine mannequins,’ Jolon announced with a puffed-out chest. ‘My first completed collection and the one that takes up the most space. There are three more rooms of these glorious creatures.’

Their smooth, blank faces stared at Hadley and for a split second she imagined them coming to life, like robots. Or zombies. She shuddered. Dad’s candles would fit right in here, she thought.

From the pile of mannequins in the corner came a scraping noise, a flash of movement. The mannequins? Of course not. Her heart thudded. Probably just a rat, she thought uneasily, backing out of the room.

Hadley found herself beside Thessaly as they continued down the hallway. ‘Every man has his quirks,’ Thessaly whispered, as the president told her dad about his search for the perfect final mannequin for his collection. Gold-plated, it had been flown in from a princess’s museum in the Middle East with four bodyguards in tow. ‘Jolon may be . . . odd,’ Thessaly continued, ‘but he’s a good president. Your grandmother valued him enough to humour his . . . peculiarities.’

Ahead, the president flung open another door. A loud ticking could be heard, and for a moment Hadley feared he had a room filled with bombs. ‘Cuckoo clocks,’ he announced. And indeed, the ornate clocks filled every inch of wall space. Most looked like cute timber houses with pointed roofs, complete with miniature trees and people. The president glanced at his wristwatch. ‘It appears we’ve arrived at just the right time. You might want to cover your ears for this. Three, two, one . . .’

‘CUCKOO. CUCKOO.’

Hadley jammed her fingers into her ears as the clocks began sounding out nine deafening ‘cuckoos’. On some of them, tiny people began zooming around in a robotic fashion, attached to little tracks. Hadley supposed she would normally find a cuckoo clock charming, but seeing them all together like this was downright weird, not to mention noisy.

As soon as they’d all left the room, Jolon pulled the door shut. Ah, silence. Hadley removed her fingers and breathed a sigh of relief.

‘A clever move by me to add an extra layer of sound-proofing for that room,’ the president said to no-one in particular as he strode off.

A collection of books filled the next room. Hadley’s eyes lit up at the sight of them, lining the walls like a library. Finally. A collection I can enjoy. Maybe this guy’s not so bad, after all. The musty, inky smell of books gathered in one place was another of her favourite things.


HADLEY BOGGS’S MOST FAVOURITE

THINGS IN THE WORLD

1. Finding out things.

2. The smell of books.



‘What sort of books do you collect?’ she asked the president, skipping towards the nearest shelf.

‘Ah, well, I’m glad you asked. This collection is almost complete. It has eight thousand, seven hundred and fourteen books about . . . hair.’

Hadley’s gambol slowed to a walk. Hair? Seriously?

The president continued, oblivious. ‘There are picture books, self-help books, novels. Each and every one of them about hair. I have books about hair in twenty-four languages.’

Hadley ran her fingers along the spines of the nearest books. Don’t Touch My Hair. Hairstyling for Dummies. Liebe Dein Haare. The Very Best Shampoos from Around the World.

‘There’s even a memoir.’ Jolon gave an odd smile and pulled a book free. He held the cover towards Hadley just the way she imagined Big Rex would present Mr Beaks’s chewed-up body to the world if he ever got his furry little paws on him.

His Crowning Glory: A Cut Above the Rest – The Evolution of President Jolon Nox’s Hair.

‘Sounds . . . interesting. Kind of a long title, though, don’t you think?’ Hadley volunteered.

‘I do not,’ Jolon said, darting Hadley such a dark look she regretted her words.

‘I’m sure it’s a real page-turner,’ she offered.

The president seemed soothed by this and slipped the book carefully back among its hairy book friends before ushering them out.

‘And now for my last collection.’

Jolon beamed as they headed to the final room, pulling the hideous kangaroo backscratcher from the gift bag Yarrow held for him. In this room, backscratchers were mounted on walls, with fancier ones in glass-fronted cabinets. Hadley peered at them. Some just looked like very long forks. Others were like skinny human arms topped with tiny hands, and some were brightly coloured. There were timber backscratchers, one made to resemble an elongated cat – Hadley even saw one that looked to be topped by a crocodile’s foot.

Not OK.

The president turned to Yarrow. ‘This one will take pride of place in the central cabinet.’ Yarrow was delighted as Jolon pulled open the glass and lay the kangaroo scratcher beside a futuristic-looking robot arm. He pulled a pen from one coat pocket, a small label from another and wrote in a neat hand, Number 6482: Kangaroo Backscratcher: Farrow. He showed the label to Yarrow, who opened his mouth to correct the president then changed his mind, instead giving him a wide smile.

‘Thank you, President Nox.’

‘Of course, Farrow. Now,’ he said as they exited the room, ‘it’s time for King Barry and Princess Hadley to get out and see Ludrovia. Inez!’

Almost before he’d finished bellowing the woman’s name, she appeared at the end of the corridor, startling Hadley. ‘Yes, President Nox?’

‘Time for the tour.’ He poked at Inez with his spindly arm that Hadley now noticed resembled one of his own backscratchers. ‘Take them to the helicopter!’

They farewelled the Ludrovians and followed Inez, who set a cracking pace back along the hallway. Hadley, who still carried Mr Beaks’s cage, and her dad were almost forced to jog. As they emerged from the Collection Wing and rounded a corner, Hadley collided smack bang into a woman.

‘I’m so sorry!’ Hadley said as they pulled apart.

The woman dusted off her black dress and Hadley saw she wore a maid’s uniform. She smelled of mothballs and strangely, of glue – a scent Hadley was familiar with from her dad’s cat-hat-making days. The woman had grey hair and appeared too old to be a maid. But the weirdest thing about her was her nose. It was enormous, hooking over like a misshapen banana in the centre of her craggy face. Hadley wanted to look away, but the woman’s piercing blue eyes held her in place. Dangling from her hand was a feather duster.

‘Are you alright?’ Hadley managed.

‘Of course, my dear. Of course.’ The woman’s voice was stranger than her nose. She spoke with odd emphasis, her pitch rising and falling as if new to the language or playing with it for fun. She looked Hadley up and down, glanced at Mr Beaks then settled on Hadley’s dad. ‘I’m so sorry, Me Lady. Me King,’ she murmured, her gaze moving to the pineapple in Hadley’s dad’s hand. She raised an eyebrow. ‘Time to put that thing away, Me King, think you not? Kings need no pineapples.’

To Hadley’s surprise, her dad nodded meekly, hiding the pineapple behind his back.

‘Ah well, back to the dusting I go!’ She gave a strange honking laugh then waved the duster at a wall in a manner that appeared quite useless.

Inez gave the maid a searching look. ‘Your name?’

‘Delia, Miss Inez.’

‘Delia, you’re a long way from the bedrooms, which is where you’re rostered, I presume?’

‘Yes, Miss Inez. I got lost.’

‘Fine. But return to the bedrooms. Head up those stairs and find Raoul. He’ll help you.’

‘Of course, Miss Inez.’

Inez turned and led them away. Hadley risked one look back at the maid, saw that she hadn’t moved, her feather duster now discarded on the floor. Her pleasant smile had vanished, her blue eyes fixed on Hadley. As she watched, Delia mouthed a single word.

‘Birdbrain.’




CHAPTER TEN

LUDROVIA: LAND OF MOUNTAINS AND VERY GOOD FONDUE

Hadley’s fork dripped with cheese.

Somewhere under the gooey yellow goodness was a cube of chewy bread. She held it in front of her mouth and blew air around the hot cheese to cool it so she didn’t catch on fire.

Best. Dinner. Ever.

‘Of course, several other countries claim fondue as their national dish, but Ludrovians know the truth. It was invented here.’ Red-headed Thessaly was giving them a history lesson over dinner. ‘Ludrovia is, of course, renowned for having the very best cheeses in the entire world.’ She leaned forward confidingly, her bracelets tinkling like a music box. ‘You see, over the centuries, we adopted cheeses from other regions and nations as our own. We started making them here. Many would say – indeed many do say – that we improved them.’

Or stole them, Hadley thought.

‘But we were talking about fondue. It was the early eighteenth century. Mr Fond, one of the premier cheesemakers of the day – though a little absent-minded – fell asleep in his Gruyere factory while smoking a cigar and the building burned down. A tragedy, on one hand. But his Gruyere was the tangiest and tastiest in all Ludrovia, so while the factory burned, all the neighbours came. They pulled branches from nearby trees, fastened torn pieces of bread to them and dipped them in the melted mixture. It was delicious. And that, my friends, is how fondue was invented.’

Hadley didn’t think this story sounded quite right, but she wasn’t about to argue with her hosts, not when fondue tasted so wonderful. She immediately decided it was another of her favourite things.


HADLEY BOGGS’S MOST FAVOURITE

THINGS IN THE WORLD

1. Finding out things.

2. The smell of books.

3. Cheese fondue.



‘Was Mr Fond alright?’ asked her soft-hearted dad. He was pineapple-less, having apparently taken Delia the maid’s words to heart and disposed of the fake fruit.

‘Oh yes, he survived,’ Yarrow piped up. ‘He opened the first-ever fondue restaurant in Yagos less than a month later and became a rich man.’

Her dad visibly relaxed.

Hadley’s insides still fizzed from the earlier helicopter flight they’d taken. It was terrifying at first, but once she’d grown used to the noise of the rotor blades and realised she could hear Inez and Gatlin through her headphones, she’d settled in and spent the next two hours open-mouthed at the beauty of Ludrovia. The countryside was nothing like the dusty-khaki-and-blue-green foliage of Australia. It was deep green and snow white and pink and purple flowers. So pretty Hadley’s chest felt fit to burst.

Skirting the edge of the snow-capped mountains made her stomach flip, especially when Gatlin dipped sharply towards a ravine, the helicopter tilting so that they were kept in place only by their seatbelts. Later, a startled black rabbit hopped across a patch of white snow and Hadley pointed it out to her dad, who smiled wider than she’d seen him do in months. From high above, she traced the road from the airport to the castle and examined the castle grounds. On its far side, she could now see was a large terrace overlooking a huge expanse of lawn. High above the terrace hovered a small balcony. Hadley could imagine the queen addressing her gathered subjects from there. A path wound down from the terrace to a small town at the base of the mountains.

It was only when they flew over Lake Jura that the trip soured. At first, Hadley had been mesmerised by the bustling marina and the pristine white cruisers and yachts bobbing on turquoise water.

Then, they’d seen it.

A blackened, sodden mess – obviously boat-shaped – wedged between rocks near an island in the lake, a wisp of smoke somehow rising from it. At the sight of the Seas the Day, a tear escaped her dad’s eye and he rocked back and forth in his seat. Hadley put her hand over his, but he had been subdued for the rest of the trip.

‘Now,’ the president continued, sipping his wine, ‘about your living quarters . . .’

Hadley pierced another piece of bread with her metal fork. The cheese forks could almost double as backscratchers, Hadley realised.

Jolon sat beside her dad, who was at the head of the long table in the huge dining hall. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry, King Barry. Princess Hadley.’

Jolon didn’t sound sorry, and Hadley couldn’t bring herself to care what he was pretend-sorry about, not with the melted pot of cheese in front of her.

‘I’m afraid I moved myself into Queen Beatrix’s suites after the royal funeral. So, I’ve put you back in your old rooms, King Barry, which were never used after you left Ludrovia. And, Princess Hadley, you’re in Princess Bethany’s rooms, which are nearby. I hope they suffice.’ The president’s tone suggested he didn’t much care either way. He poked his fork into the pot of cheese with one hand and finished his drink with the other.

‘Really? I’m in my old rooms?’ Her dad put down his fondue fork.

‘Yes.’ Jolon turned to a waiter and requested more chilled spring water, insisting the man fetch it directly from the stream. The waiter raced off, jug in hand. The Ludrovians laughed at something Yarrow said in a language Hadley didn’t know. Ancient Ludrovian, she presumed.

‘Are you alright, Dad?’ Hadley spoke quietly to him while the others were distracted.

‘Oh, yes, love. I’m fine. It’s just strange being back.’

‘That maid today was . . . odd, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, I thought the same, love. Oddly familiar, too. And bossy.’

They were silent for a moment. ‘Dad, why did you leave Ludrovia in the first place?’

‘Well, I was the youngest prince. Balthazar was the eldest, then Benedict, Bernadette, Beauregard, Bertram, Bethany and me. The baby of the family. I had a happy childhood, but by the time I was eighteen, I was bored. There are only so many jobs for a prince to do, you know, and my brothers and sisters were good at what they did. Plus, I wanted adventure. Excitement. I had none of that here. No matter how good the strawberries and hot chocolates were, I wanted to be useful. And I wasn’t. So, I left.’

‘Like Percival.’ Across the table, Gatlin had been listening.

‘Percival?’

‘My father,’ her dad said, resigned. ‘The king.’

Yarrow coughed. The cheese gurgled. Her dad stabbed his cheese fork at the table, leaving two small indentations in the timber.

Something pulled tight across Hadley’s chest. She didn’t want to ask but had to know.

‘Will someone tell me what happened to my grandfather?’




CHAPTER ELEVEN

A BRAVE KING, A CAT LOVER AND A SUSPICIOUS PRESIDENT

A silence, then Jolon answered.

‘Percival. Well, what can we say about King Percival, eh? He wasn’t Ludrovian, for a start. He was French.’ There was disdain in his voice. ‘But Beatrix was in love.’ The president sounded scornful of the very idea, but Hadley saw a strange look pass across his face. ‘Percival was as wild and carefree as the queen was proud. He was what some people call a free spirit. He was born to roam, but he loved the queen so he stayed in Ludrovia. In the meantime, Beatrix ruled well, with my help. Percival had little interest in ruling. He spent his time wandering the mountains indulging in his many hobbies: rock climbing, base jumping, white-water rafting. Silly things like that.’

Thessaly chimed in. ‘He was goat-hearted, that one. A truly brave man.’

Hadley blinked. ‘Don’t you mean lion-hearted?’

Thessaly chuckled. ‘Of course not. Have you seen a mountain goat scramble across a cliff face? A goat is far braver than any lion.’

Jolon cleared his throat and the others quietened before he continued. ‘Over the years, his hobbies became even more dangerous. Once, he was fired from a cannon on top of Eryas Castle over the ravine to land on a small pile of mattresses. But Percival seemed charmed – he never had a scratch on him. And then Bartholomew – Barry – was born.’

A choked sound escaped from her dad’s bowed head.

‘The king and queen decided Bartholomew would be their last child, and so after his birth, as a kind of celebration, and with the queen’s blessing, Percival took a trip to Africa, where he was determined to ride a wild lion.’ Hadley gasped. Her dad was ashen. ‘That’s when Percival’s run of good fortune ended.’

‘He was eaten by the lion?’

‘Huh? Oh, no. Percival rode the lion successfully – he even tamed the animal. But afterwards, he was celebrating with a meal of grilled goat when he choked on a small bone and died.’

‘What? How terrible!’ Hadley said. She imagined Percival – her grandfather – with white hair like her dad streaming out behind him as he sat atop a roaring lion.

‘Some Ludrovians believe it was revenge. The goat is our national animal, after all. And that was the end of poor King Percival.’ Jolon waved his fondue fork around, causing several people to duck as hot cheese flew across the table. ‘Though I have to say, he did have very good hair,’ he finished, somewhat begrudgingly.

‘Is that why you left, Dad?’

Her dad’s head jerked back. ‘Huh. Yes. It was part of the reason.’

Jolon continued. ‘Queen Beatrix was devastated. That’s when I started working more closely with Her Majesty, and now I’ve been running the country for sixteen years.’

‘And a brilliant job you do, too.’ Yarrow – the suck-up – gave a smarmy smile.

‘So, how could this accident have happened to the entire royal family? What happened exactly?’ Hadley asked.

‘Yes,’ her dad lifted his chin, ‘tell me.’

There was silence. Gatlin cleared her throat. ‘We don’t know precisely what went wrong. Your family was on the Seas the Day for Prince Beauregard’s wedding rehearsal dinner. He was marrying a local peasant girl. It was a love match.’

‘As the queen’s right-hand man, shouldn’t you have been on the boat, President Nox? Didn’t you organise it?’ Hadley’s eyes narrowed.

‘Well, yes. I arranged it. But the event was only for family, so I didn’t attend.’ Jolon’s eyes slipped away from hers and he shoved a piece of cheese-covered bread into his mouth. ‘Inez!’ he called, cheese spraying everywhere. His assistant materialised behind him. He gestured her close and whispered in her ear. She nodded and stepped back, writing furiously in her notepad.

‘The president is correct,’ Gatlin continued, ignoring Jolon’s aside. ‘Even the staff were sent home. And then the boat . . . exploded. We have investigated, but we still don’t know why.’

‘Poor Mama. Bertram . . .’ Hadley’s dad whispered. ‘Bethany and all the rest. Gone.’

The room quietened respectfully.

Bring! Bring! Bring!

Jolon’s phone rang overly loudly. ‘So sorry,’ he said in the same not-sorry voice as he checked the screen. ‘I’ve got to take this.’ He stood up and left the room.

Hadley looked at her dad, who had closed his eyes. Tears threatened. She was so far from home. She missed their caravan and Mrs Gibbs. Right then, she even missed the draughty shower block and the melted candle of her head. And tomorrow she was going to go to school for the first time in her life. What if the other children all hated her? Hadley had never tried to make friends with kids her age before. Maybe she’d be terrible at it. Her usual confidence flapped its wings like an escaping Mr Beaks and deserted her. She watched the cheese bubbling, thick and oily. Her stomach roiled. Suddenly, Hadley thought she might be sick. She shoved her chair back from the table and lurched to her feet, turning this way and that until she caught Gatlin’s eye.

The woman mouthed, ‘Toilets?’ Hadley nodded. ‘That way,’ Gatlin said and gestured behind her. ‘First turn on the left.’

Hadley speed-walked, her lips pressed tight, head pounding.

In the bathroom she leaned against the sink, panting. She hardly recognised herself in the mirror. Sweating and wild-eyed. She forced herself to take deep breaths, just like the CIA woman did when she realised her husband was a double-crossing Russian agent. She was surprised to find it worked.

A creak warned her that the door was opening seconds before it did, and she straightened up, turning on the tap just as Inez entered.

‘Oh, Princess, hello.’ Inez spoke in her usual cool manner, then frowned. ‘Are you quite alright?’

‘Hello, Inez.’ Hadley splashed water on her face and wiped it with a paper towel. ‘Yes, I’m fine. Just a little too much cheese, I think.’

‘A common reaction for newcomers to Ludrovia,’ Inez said, the ghost of a smile crossing her face. She set her notepad on the bench, then placed her phone carefully beside it. Hadley saw the notepad’s cover featured purple flowers, and words in a flowing script read, Make it Happen. It seemed very un-Inez.

Hadley had a thought. Perhaps she could practise making friends by starting with the reserved Inez. She watched the woman straighten her collar until it was perfect, then brush imaginary lint from the sleeves of her jacket. She pulled out a lipstick and swiped it over her mouth in an expert movement. Hadley bit the inside of her cheek.

I guess it’s worth a try.

‘Inez, do you enjoy working for the president?’

Inez paused, her mouth rounded, lipstick hovering. ‘Hmm-mm.’ Her words were non-committal.

‘I guess it’s exciting?’

‘I suppose.’ She twisted the lipstick, replaced the lid and put it in her pocket, pressing her lips together like she was squishing something between them.

Inez is a hard nut to crack, Hadley thought despondently. Hopefully, the kids at school will be friendlier. Her eyes fell on the notepad and phone.

One more try.

‘That’s a beautiful notepad. I just love pretty stationery, don’t you? So practical and yet fun at the same time. I could live in a stationery shop.’

Inez turned to her and stared for a long moment. Hadley wondered if she’d made an error mentioning the notepad, but then the woman said, ‘Yes, I do love stationery, Princess.’ Her voice was more animated than Hadley had yet heard it. ‘Purple is my favourite colour. And sometimes, working for the president, I need a pick-me-up. Make it happen.’ She said the words with gusto. ‘I’m partial to an inspirational quote.’

It’s working, Hadley realised. But instead of lingering to chat, Inez picked up the notepad and reached for her phone, which lit up with a notification. On the home screen, there was a photograph of two light-grey cats with the sort of pushed-in faces that suggested they disdained all humans, asleep on a bed in the sunshine.

‘Are they your cats?’ Hadley ventured too loudly in a last-ditch effort at friendship. ‘They’re gorgeous. I love cats!’

Inez blinked at her several times then softened. She swiped at the phone, thrusting the screen at Hadley. ‘This one is called Doodle, and this one is Bug. Bug’s a bit smaller, but he’s so cheeky.’ She swiped again, showing her cats sitting up on chairs at what appeared to be her dining table, plates of salmon before them. ‘They’re my babies. Only the best for my Doodle and Bug.’

‘You’re lucky. They’re very sweet.’ Inez nodded but kept scrolling, engrossed in her pictures, and Hadley continued, ‘Persian cats, I think? Persians are originally from Iran and are one of the most relaxed cat breeds.’

Inez raised her head. ‘Yes. How do you know so much about them?’

‘Oh, I’m passionate about so many things, Inez. I’d love to get a cat, but I’m a little scared with Mr Beaks around.’

Inez looked sympathetic. ‘That he’d be, you know, eaten by it?’

‘What? No. I’d be scared for the cat.’ Inez let out a little laugh. Hadley’s shoulders loosened. Maybe making friends wouldn’t be so hard, after all. 


HOW TO MAKE FRIENDS

ACCORDING TO HADLEY BOGGS

1. Find common interests. Cats, for example.

Or stationery.

2. Make them laugh.



‘I’d better get back out there before Jolon finishes on the phone,’ Inez said, reluctantly putting away her phone. ‘He likes me to be within shouting distance at all times.’

‘Yes, I’d noticed that.’

Alone, Hadley faced her reflection. She took several more deep breaths and splashed some more water on her face before she felt ready to return to the dining room. ‘You can do this, Hadley,’ she told her mirror-self. As she stepped out of the bathroom she halted at the sound of a familiar voice – the president’s – whispering.

‘That’s quite an offer.’ A pause. ‘A substantial amount of money.’ Another pause. ‘The new king?’ Hadley held her breath. ‘Yes, I admit it was a shock to find out there were royals still alive, especially after . . . you know what. But they won’t be a problem. I know just how to deal with the new king. The princess . . .  ?’

Hadley’s stomach dropped like a dead mouse falling from Big Rex’s mouth.

‘She’s just a child. Don’t worry, nothing can stop our plan now. Certainly not an impertinent princess.’




CHAPTER TWELVE

A PRINCESS’S FIRST DAY AT SCHOOL

Hadley woke to the smell of vanilla French toast and bacon, finding a tray of food by her bed.

After wolfing down the meal, she set about exploring. The room – once her aunt Bethany’s – was lovely; the cosy bed faced a fireplace, with a comfortable armchair beside it. There was a bookshelf and a desk by the window, on which rested a shiny laptop and a pile of brand-new textbooks. Mr Beaks’s cage sat there, too, the little bird cheeping with some annoyance from under his night cover. She let him out, running her fingers reverently along the spines of the thick books as he flapped about her head. Maths, art, science. Hadley fought the urge to start reading them immediately, instead continuing to explore. Through a second door was a bathroom. Hadley’s very own bathroom, complete with a deep, claw-footed tub.

Books, a computer and a bathroom!

At that moment, despite the confusion and upheaval in her life, Hadley couldn’t help the rush of joy that swept through her.

She filled the enormous bathtub just a quarter full and lay in the warm water. It wasn’t as relaxing as she’d expected, partly due to Mr Beaks, who decided to take a bath himself, flicking water at her and shrieking happily, and partly because her stomach was in knots. It was her first day of school.

And there was the president’s phone call to think about.

Hadley hadn’t mentioned what she’d heard to anyone. The Ludrovians thought the president was the bee’s knees – though they’d probably call him the bee’s toenails or something. She had thought about talking to Gatlin as they finished dinner, but the cheese fondue was followed by a chocolate fondue, and not long after that the woman helped Hadley – who fell asleep holding a marshmallow on a fork – to her room.

Hadley pulled the plug and the water swirled away with a squeal. She dressed and soon after a man in a black uniform came and led her to the school room, her stomach churning all the way.

‘We have a new pupil joining us today, children. Please welcome Hadley.’

Miss Quill was just what Hadley expected the school teacher in a fancy castle to be: dedicated, enthusiastic and knowledgeable. She just hadn’t expected her to be quite so old. The woman leaned heavily on her cane. Her back hunched and her grey hair was swept up into a messy bun on the top of her head. But Miss Quill’s grin was cheeky, her eyes lively. Hadley liked her immediately.

School was taught in yet another huge room, this one lined with books that were thankfully about subjects other than hair. In front of her, twenty or so students of about her own age sat in pairs at ordinary-looking tables – just how Hadley had imagined school would be. Well, except that it was in a castle where she was a princess, of course. Apparently, there were other classes being held elsewhere in the castle, one for younger children and one for the older ones. Hadley took a deep whiff of the familiar musty-ink smell of the books to calm herself.

‘Hadley, sit with me!’

‘No, with me!’

‘I saved you a seat.’ It was the black-haired boy she’d met at the gate the previous day. Felix. He grinned at her with merry eyes. Hadley slipped into the seat beside him with relief. Twenty students felt like a thousand when you had to stand up in front of them.

‘OK, children, enough chit-chat. Pull out your history books and let’s get back to the Macaron War.’

The children groaned but did as Miss Quill requested. After an hour, Hadley was still unsure how the deliciously light, sugary biscuits had caused a war, but she’d taken plenty of notes and was more than a little hungry.

‘Recess, children. I’ll see you back here in half an hour.’

Hadley put her pencil down. Felix pushed his chair away and grasped her hand. ‘Come on. You’ve got to meet my friends.’ He dragged her to the back of the room, where a boy and a girl sat. They were beautiful, their identical white-blond hair and very pale skin and light blue eyes marking them as siblings.

‘Hadley, these are my friends. This is Lark and Kolt.’

Kolt wore glasses and had wild curly hair to his shoulders, while Lark had very long, straight hair. Kolt stood up. He was younger than Hadley, with such long limbs he didn’t seem to know what to do with them. ‘Hi, Hadley. I mean, Princess. Or Your Highness. What do you prefer?’

‘Just Hadley is good,’ she mumbled.

Lark held out her hand and Hadley realised she was in a wheelchair. Her handshake was firm. ‘Don’t mind him, he’s such a Nervous Nigel.’ She grinned as Kolt muttered an aggrieved ‘hey’. ‘Let’s go outside. Get some fresh air.’

As Lark swung away from her desk, Hadley noticed the armrests and handles of her wheelchair were covered in brightly coloured stickers. This is how I roll, said one. Speed demon, said another. Hadley laughed aloud as she read a third: Warning: I always win at musical chairs. Lark would get on with her dad, she decided.

‘You like my stickers?’ Lark grinned up at her. She was obviously the more outgoing of the pair. Hadley nodded. ‘Did you want to know how I ended up in here?’

Hadley admired her as she spun her wheelchair in a dextrous circle. Dextrous was one of her favourite words.


DEXTROUS: DONE WITH MENTAL OR

PHYSICAL SKILL, QUICKNESS OR GRACE.



Lark shrugged. ‘I’ve never been able to walk. But it doesn’t stop me, hey, Felix?’

Felix grunted. ‘She’s not wrong. Lark’s our daredevil. Your grandfather, Percival, is her hero.’

‘Yep, one day I’ll be shot out of a cannon, mark my words,’ Lark returned. ‘That man was untouchable. Well, until . . .’ She slowed, the tips of her ears reddening. ‘I’m sorry. That was insensitive. It was terrible, what happened to your family. They were very nice people.’

‘Thanks. But it’s OK. I didn’t know them.’ The moment stretched out awkwardly. Hadley hesitated, then went for it. ‘So, Miss Quill, she’s old, hey? She probably taught the dinosaurs.’

The friends looked from one to another. ‘Dinosaurs? They went extinct millions of years ago, Hadley,’ Kolt said uncertainly.

So much for humour. ‘Um, yes, I know.’ Common interests, then. ‘So, do any of you have dead family members?’

Lark stopped and wheeled her chair around to face Hadley. ‘What?’

Kolt regarded her warily. Felix’s jaw hung open.

‘Oh no, I’m sorry.’ Hadley wrung her hands together. ‘I’m not used to making friends. I’m not very good at it.’ Tears prickled behind her eyeballs.

Felix grinned and punched her lightly on the arm. ‘Making friends? Is that what you’re trying to do? Just be yourself, Hadley. That’s all friends want.’

The others smiled and Hadley felt her shoulders loosen.


HOW TO MAKE FRIENDS ACCORDING

TO HADLEY BOGGS (PART 2)

1. Be yourself.



‘So, what do you think of school so far?’ Felix asked.

‘It’s amazing!’ Hadley said and the others looked at her somewhat strangely. ‘I’ve never been to school before, you see. I have a passion for learning.’

‘Really?’ Lark asked. ‘That’s bonny. School is definitely not my passion. My passion is for adventure.’ She did a wheelie in her chair, spinning it at the same time.

‘I don’t think I have a passion,’ Felix said, looking a little downcast.

‘Me either,’ Kolt agreed. ‘You’re lucky, Hadley.’

Just then, they reached the terrace Hadley had seen from the helicopter. The view of the mountains from here was magnificent. In front of the terrace was the huge green lawn, currently littered with goats. The animals mostly stood in groups, heads bowed as they ripped grass from the ground, chewing it contentedly.

‘That’s the Great Big Lawn,’ Felix told her. ‘We gather here to hear the queen or president speak from up there,’ he pointed to the balcony, ‘and there’s a food market each week, too. And all the Goat Day activities happen here.’

‘What’s Goat Day?’

‘It’s our national day. It’s when we celebrate Ludrovia, our history and our future. But the best thing about Goat Day is watching the goats dancing. Oh, they are brilliant,’ Felix said, his eyes bright. He performed a small jig, then grinned and bowed. ‘It’s not just about goats dancing, of course. There are rides and parades and fondue stalls. It’s a super-bodacious day.’

Super-bodacious?

Lark stopped and set her lunchbox onto a table, then pulled out an apple. Kolt peeled a banana and Felix opened a tub of blueberries. Felix eyed the empty-handed Hadley. ‘Don’t you have anything?’ She shook her head. ‘Zookers, someone should have organised recess for you! Doesn’t matter. This calls for a trip to the kitchen!’

‘Oh no, really. I’ll be alright. I’m not that hungry.’

‘Don’t be a zib. Let’s go.’

Felix led them back inside and down more hallways – would Hadley ever learn her way around the castle? – until they came to a ramp. Lark zoomed down it first, and the others followed her squeals. Now more hallways, some intersecting with others like a giant maze.

Hadley glanced down a side corridor as they passed, then backed up. It was the maid from the previous day, Delia, talking to a man. She waved her hand as though berating him, and he wrung his hands together. Side on, Delia’s nose was even larger and wonkier than Hadley remembered. Felix noticed Hadley had stopped and ran back to her. Just then, Delia spun around. Her hair hung lopsided, and she straightened it. A wig? She whispered something to the man, who looked weirdly familiar, though Hadley couldn’t quite place him. He had a rounded belly and wore a bowler hat. The strange pair disappeared through a doorway and the corridor was suddenly empty, except for a shabby stuffed moose that watched Hadley with blank eyes.

Hadley turned to Felix. ‘Do you know that maid?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’ He frowned. ‘But her eyes . . . she reminds me of . . . someone. Come on, the others are waiting.’

Delia was intriguing. Weird, too. But was she all that she seemed?

Hadley thought of her lopsided wig. The maid’s unusual way of speaking.

Could Delia be a spy?

Hadley followed Felix through another doorway back into the dining room, relieved to finally be somewhere she recognised. As they crossed the room, she caught a whiff of something so delicious her stomach rumbled again. The others either didn’t notice or care. Felix grabbed her hand and dragged her through another door.

And into the biggest kitchen Hadley had ever seen.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

FOUR HOT CHOCOLATES AND A TOP-SECRET PLAN

The kitchen was a hive of activity.

Several huge stoves topped by pots large enough to fit a person in them bubbled away. Around an enormous bench in the centre of the room stood chefs in white hats and coats, some chopping, others swiping wooden spoons around mixing bowls at a furious pace. Open shelves held wheelbarrow-sized bowls of fruit, sacks of grain and flour, and containers of all sorts of foodstuffs. Lark wheeled herself expertly through the commotion to a plump woman with a huge knife and a pile of onions who appeared to be crying.

‘Hadley!’ Lark cried. ‘Come and meet Zinnia, the castle’s head chef and our grandmother.’

Hadley dodged a man with an armful of cucumbers and a woman struggling to carry two watermelons, and stopped in front of the chef. ‘Great to meet you, Ms Zinnia. My dad told me he loved your hot chocolates when he was a kid.’

Zinnia had eyes like a labrador, sad and liquid. At Hadley’s words, they filled with even more tears. The chef wiped at them with a corner of her apron.

‘Did he now? Little Bartholomew. Just up and left, he did, barely more than a kiddiewink himself. And now, the rest of them are gone and he’s returned, with his own little pickney. Ja-ha, poor Bartholomew.’

Kiddiewink? Pickney?

‘Yes, Ms Zinnia.’

‘Just Zinnia is fine, my little sapling.’

‘Gran, no-one packed Hadley anything for recess,’ Lark said.

‘Well now, that’s no good, is it? Let me see what I’ve got for you . . .’

Soon they were sitting at a table, hot chocolates before them. Hadley had a lunchbox filled with an orange, as well as strawberries and grapes.

‘Your cocoa is way better than the stuff the Ecuadorians make, Zinnia,’ Felix called to the chef, who had resumed chopping onions. Her full chest puffed out further.

‘Thank you, youngling. I told Jolon we didn’t need any more hot-chocolate specialists, but that man doesn’t listen to me.’

As Zinnia resumed her chopping once again, Felix and the others looked sneakily at one another. Kolt had a chocolate-milk moustache.

‘This really is very good,’ Hadley said. ‘Is this why you wanted to come to the kitchen?’

‘Mayhap,’ Lark said, winking. She wiped a blob of cream from the tip of her nose with a finger and licked it off. ‘Gran was super-peeved when the Ecuadorians came. If we tell her how much better her hot chocolates are than theirs, she makes them for us all the time.’

‘Clever, huh?’ Felix added as Hadley popped another marshmallow into the smooth brown liquid and watched it bob, then sink. ‘It was my idea.’

‘Was not!’ Kolt butted in. ‘It was my idea. Most of the good ideas are mine.’

Hadley sipped her drink and listened to the other three argue good-naturedly about who was the cleverest, her heart as full and warm as her mug of cocoa.

‘So, what’s it like being a princess?’ Lark asked, changing the subject. ‘Do you get to do crazy-fun stuff? Have you got your own trampoline? Do you sleep in a bed made from diamonds? Can you stay up till midnight?’

‘’Course not, Lark. She’s still just a normal kid,’ Kolt responded, tipping his head back and tapping the end of his mug to ensure he got every last drop of hot chocolate. But then he tilted his head at her as though maybe he was wrong. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Of course I am,’ Hadley responded. ‘Besides, can you imagine how uncomfortable a diamond bed would be? The best mattresses are made of goose feathers, or so I’ve read. I did stay up till 11.30 pm last night having dinner with the president and some others, though.’ The others oohed. ‘So, did you know my family well? The queen? My aunts and uncles, and my cousins?’

Felix shook his head, his hair flopping over his eyes. He pushed it back in a move that was already familiar to Hadley.

‘Honestly, not really. Your cousins had their own class, so we rarely saw them. And the queen hadn’t made speeches in public for ages. The last time might have been last year’s Goat Day?’ Felix looked to Lark and Kolt, who nodded their agreement. ‘President Nox, on the other hand . . . every week he stands on the balcony over the valley and makes a speech. Rain, hail or snowstorm.’

‘Hmm,’ Hadley muttered.

Kolt sensed her concern. ‘We still love the royal family, Hadley. They seemed like good people. It’s just that President Nox is the one who looks after us.’

‘Hmm,’ Hadley repeated. She bit her lip. ‘So, you trust the president, then?’ she asked, the chocolate sitting heavy in her stomach.

‘Oh yes. Absolutely.’ They all appeared very sure.

It’s now or never. Hadley took a deep breath then blurted out, ‘Because I overheard him last night talking on the phone and I don’t think it was good.’ She explained what Jolon had said. The others listened, their eyes widening.

‘Well, I’m sure there’s an explanation . . .’ Kolt started.

‘Yes . . . I can’t imagine the president would . . .’ Lark said uncertainly.

The hot chocolate churned in Hadley’s gut. She should have known they wouldn’t believe her. Why would they? They didn’t know her. She bowed her head, wishing she hadn’t said anything. She’d just made her first friends and they’d probably hate her now.

‘Wait a cow-poking second, guys,’ Felix piped up and she lifted her head. His brown eyes were serious for a change. ‘Hadley wouldn’t make this up. And haven’t either of you ever felt that there’s something just a little off about the president? All those weird collections. I mean, that mannequin with the two-sided face with the weirdly long fingernails, that was creepy, wasn’t it? And have you been in the cuckoo room when the clock strikes twelve? Madness!’

Kolt’s white eyebrows pulled together as he considered Felix’s words. Neither sibling looked convinced. But then Lark flung her hands out, almost knocking all their mugs to the kitchen floor like ceramic dominoes. ‘I know!’

‘What?’ Felix asked.

Lark grinned at them, a flush of excitement on her face. ‘I know how we can find out if the president is up to something.’ She paused, raising one eyebrow and using two fingers to pretend to zip her lips shut.

‘So? Tell us . . .’ Felix picked up a marshmallow and acted as if he was ready to throw it at her. ‘Don’t make me do it!’

‘Trust me, chappies. The day after tomorrow. Meet me on the terrace after school. I know just what the president will be doing then. And the game will be afoot.’

‘Afoot?’ Hadley asked, thrilled but also extremely confused.

‘Yes, definitely afoot. Trust me.’




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

AN IDEAS MAN EATING STRAWBERRIES

‘My very good socks, these strawberries are delicious, Jolon!’

Hadley’s dad was spreadeagled on the throne, his feet resting on a small footstool, a bowl of fragrant strawberries on his lap and a mug of cocoa balanced on the arm of the throne. His T-shirt was the colour of almost-burnt toast and across his chest were the words, Why did the crab never share? When he leaned over Hadley saw the answer: Because he was shellfish. Her dad’s lips were stained red and he had chocolate on his chin.

Hadley dumped her school bag in the throne room, surprised that after two days at school she already felt like a real student. She’d learned so much in such a short time. Not just about the Macaron War, which really was fascinating, though those sessions always left her starving. She’d struggled with quadratic equations and mastered proper long division. She had used a real Bunsen burner to investigate the effect of water temperature on the solubility of sugar in cocoa. (They’d made a cup of hot chocolate and discovered that yes, sugar melted very well in cocoa. It was an experiment as delicious as it was educational. Hadley had to admit the Bunsen burner did feel safer than the barbeques back in Green Point.) And just that afternoon, the students had engaged in a lively debate about the breed of goat best suited to dancing. Hadley came down firmly on the side of the easily trained Chamois Coloured, but Felix had been adamant that the feisty Valais Blackneck would dance a livelier jig.

And Hadley had two new additions to her list of her most favourite things.


HADLEY BOGGS’S MOST FAVOURITE

THINGS IN THE WORLD

1. Finding out things.

2. The smell of books.

3. Cheese fondue.

4. Going to school.

5. Having friends.



She spent recess and lunchtimes with Felix, Lark and Kolt, learning about her new homeland and trying to convince Lark that her latest adventurous idea – taking on the mountain ski jump in her wheelchair – was going to fail. Standing at the top of the ski jump, with the castle like a toy so far below and the wind whistling through the pine trees, made Hadley wish for wings like Mr Beaks. Just to be on the safe side.

‘You look busy, Dad.’

Her dad opened his mouth to speak, but Jolon’s head appeared from behind the throne and beat him to it. ‘Ah, Princess. You’re back. School was satisfactory, I hope?’

‘Yes,’ Hadley said shortly. She didn’t trust the president, no matter what her friends said.

‘Hello, love.’ Her dad beamed. As he sat up a little straighter, his elbow jabbed into his cocoa, shattered the mug and sent liquid chocolate splattering everywhere. ‘Holy Pretzel! Silly me.’ He looked horrified.

‘No matter, My King,’ the president comforted him. ‘Inez!’ he bellowed.

‘Yes, Mr President?’ Inez spoke from behind Hadley, making her jump. How did the president’s secretary move so silently?

‘Get King Barry a new hot chocolate and have someone come and clean up this mess, immediately.’

‘Yes, Mr President.’

Jolon walked over to the mirror and studied his hair, checking it carefully for cocoa-splodges. Then he pulled a gold-plated comb from his pocket and raked it through his hair as he tilted his head this way and that. Hadley took the chance to steal over to her dad, who had stuffed another strawberry into his mouth.

‘I feel a little guilty for eating these living creatures.’ Her dad’s voice was muffled with strawberry pulp, a little juice leaking from the corner of his mouth. ‘But they are so delicious I can’t help myself!’

‘Berry! Berry!’ Mr Beaks demanded from his cage, which sat on a nearby table. The president wasn’t a fan of budgerigars, so the little bird was confined to his cage until Hadley took him back to her room in the evenings. ‘Pretty please!’

‘Of course, my widdle-biddle birdie-wirdie!’ Her dad took a small strawberry and wedged it between the bars of the cage. Mr Beaks started nibbling the fruit.

‘Dad?’ Hadley began.

The strange maid, Delia, walked past Jolon carrying a mop, and Hadley could have sworn the woman shook her head in disapproval at the way he was behaving.

‘Yes, Hads?’

‘Remember you told me that when you were a kid you wished you could be a useful prince?’

‘Mmm.’ The maid came closer. She flopped the mop into the brown liquid on the floor and swung it forcefully, humming tonelessly under her breath. Shards of the mug rocketed along the floor in all directions, and cocoa splashed everywhere.

She’s not a very good maid, Hadley thought. I did a better job than that on our caravan floors. She turned back to her dad.

‘Well, you’re King of Ludrovia now, Dad. You’ve been given another chance. Don’t you want to prove you can do it? You know, do some good?’

Her dad swiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘Yes, you’re right. Maybe I could learn to balance Ludrovia’s budgets. Or open a new hospital or something. Perhaps Jolon will teach me.’

A sloshing sound drew Hadley’s eyes back to Delia. All the woman had managed to do was to move the mess around. Her ear was cocked, and Hadley felt sure the strange woman was listening.

‘Dad . . .’ She moved closer, whispering, ‘I don’t trust the president. I think—’

‘So, King Barry,’ Jolon interrupted. He strode towards them, the Council of Seven behind him. Delia slunk off to one side, and Jolon walked through the liquid without even noticing it. ‘How are you enjoying being the king?’

‘Well, it’s lovely,’ her dad said. ‘Excellent strawberries and hot chocolates. But I was wondering if maybe there was more I could do, Jolon? Perhaps design a new coin? Or I could plant the first tree at a new park?’

‘There’s no need for that, King Barry. I have it all under control.’

‘I’m an ideas man, though, Jolon,’ her dad continued. ‘I sold at least twenty of these T-shirts at the Green Point Markets. I think I could handle something more . . . kingly. Maybe I could take a photo with some aged-care residents? Or take over Ludrovia’s foreign-policy portfolio?’

‘Maybe we shouldn’t jump the gun.’ Jolon’s smile was pasted on. ‘Let’s start smaller. Hmm? OK! There’s a decision to be made. Perhaps you could help with that?’

‘Oh my. A decision?’ Her dad rubbed his hands down his pants, leaving sweaty marks. ‘I’m not good with decisions.’

‘Nonsense, My King. It’s not difficult. What I want to know is . . . do you think we need to replace some of Eryas Castle’s blueberry gardens with more strawberry plants? I mean, those strawberries are really very good, aren’t they?’

‘Oh, that’s a hard one, Jolon. I’ll need my wise bird to help with such an important decision.’ Her dad walked over to Mr Beaks, who had already made a large hole in the strawberry. ‘What should we do, Mr Beaks?’ Hadley’s dad asked. ‘More strawberry plants or keep the blueberries? Left for blueberries, right for strawberries.’

‘Berries?’ the budgerigar tweeted. Hadley nodded once and Mr Beaks hopped along to the left. His beak dripped red.

Yarrow gasped. He hadn’t been watching Hadley and was suddenly very impressed with the little budgerigar. ‘How did he do that?’ Hadley caught Gatlin’s eye and they shared a smile. ‘Mr Beaks could be the Birdbrain,’ Yarrow whispered. ‘The one to save us all.’

From the side of the room, Delia gave a honking laugh and Hadley turned to her, but the woman immediately looked down and started to mop the patch of clean floor where she stood, smearing it with milky chocolate.

‘The Birdbrain? That creature?’ Jolon eyed off Mr Beaks, who Hadley had to admit didn’t look particularly ‘brainy’ right now. He was alternating between pecking violently at the bell hanging in the corner of his cage and chirping, ‘Silly bell,’ leaving smears of strawberry on everything he touched.

‘Birdbrain,’ Mr Beaks said defiantly, but Jolon turned away, dismissively.

We’ll see who the Birdbrain is! Hadley thought angrily. She marched over to Mr Beaks’s cage and opened the door. The budgerigar jumped onto her outstretched finger and cheeped, ‘Free! Free!’ Jolon screeched and hid behind the throne at the sight of the small green-and-yellow bird.

A little mean, but he deserves it.

Hadley’s self-congratulations were short-lived, however. A breath of air on her neck made her skin goosepimple all over.

‘So. The Birdbrain has come,’ the voice whispered in her ear and Hadley shivered. She turned slowly. Up close, Delia’s hooked nose seemed to occupy most of her face. The woman gave a grim smile.

‘But will it be able to save us?’




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

WHILE GOATS DANCE, CHILDREN COMMIT CRIMES

‘Well, that’s something I never thought I’d see!’

Hadley stood with her friends on the terrace, goggling at the paddock. About a hundred goats, coloured every shade of black, brown and white, stood in disorganised rows, bleating and moving clumsily from side to side, not in time with one another even one little bit. A lively yodelling song blared over loudspeakers.

If this is goat dancing, it’s really not very good.

Hadley’s doubts must have shown on her face.

‘This is just the first goat-dancing training session of the season.’ Felix sounded defensive. ‘You see, goats have terrible memories. Over the winter, when it’s too cold to dance, they completely forget how to do it. Then, in spring, they start training again, ready for Goat Day. Luckily, they’re really fast learners. Goat Day is only eight days away, but they get better very quickly.’

They’d want to, Hadley thought, watching one mud-coloured goat stumble on to a honey-tinted goat beside him, causing a spectacular domino-tumbling-but-with-goats scenario.

Hooves were in the air.

Everywhere.

‘They’ll be good dancers in just over a week’s time?’ She couldn’t help sounding sceptical. The trainers – who seemed to just be regular Ludrovians – walked among the goats, dodging their flailing hooves and clapping in time to the yodelling song’s beat. She saw Inez, out of place in her navy suit and heels, but waving excitedly. And there was freckle-faced Thessaly in a long skirt, with silver necklaces around her neck and bracelets on her wrists, wiping some goat dung from her sandals onto the grass before returning to the chaos.

‘Yep,’ Kolt replied. ‘Goat Day really is primo. You’ll love it.’

‘Primo?’

‘Yeah,’ Felix butted in. ‘You know. Primo. Nifty. Boffo.’ Hadley’s face showed her confusion. ‘Amazeballs?’

‘Oh, you mean good! Fun.’

They all nodded.

‘It’s a party alright. As we say in Ludrovia, we really let our hogs down.’ Lark guffawed.

Hadley had started to grow used to being confused by Ludrovian sayings. ‘Hogs? Don’t you mean, let your hair down?’

‘What? Why would we say that? Our hair is already down.’ Felix gestured around the group at their flowing locks. ‘No, when we party, we let our hogs down. Down from their pens or from their grazing paddocks on the lower hills and into our houses. No animal knows how to party like a hog, am I right, guys?’

They all chortled and even Hadley grinned.

Lark swung her wheelchair around to face a group of people standing on the far side of the terrace, overlooking the goats. ‘There,’ she said. ‘See him? President Nox. He never misses the first goat-training session of the season.’

Hadley saw Jolon standing with his hands on the railing, pointing at goats with what looked like a backscratcher fashioned exactly like a human hand. As the president aimed his fake hand at a goat who’d run off and was being chased down by a reluctant Inez, Hadley’s scalp prickled. She really hoped that hand was fake. The Council of Seven were with him, as was her dad, holding Mr Beaks in his cage, along with several other people she didn’t recognise.

‘Goats! Goats!’ Hadley heard the budgerigar’s excitable voice even over the loud bleating. ‘Pretty goats!’

‘So,’ Lark said, and Hadley turned to her, and saw that her eyes were sparkling. ‘Are you lot ready?’

‘What for?’

‘To break into the president’s office, of course.’ The other three looked at one another. Lark pulled a small black purse from her pocket and unzipped it. Inside were a dozen sharp silver implements. ‘I bought these lock-picks and I’ve been practising.’ Lark grinned. ‘Breaking into the president’s office will be a piece of croissant.’

Before the others could object, she’d zipped up the bag and wheeled away. Kolt exhaled but seemed resigned, and Felix raised an eyebrow at Hadley.

‘Let’s do it.’ Hadley needed to find out what the president was up to, and this was the only way. She knew the feisty CIA agent in the movie wouldn’t hesitate.

Neither would she.

It turned out that Jolon’s office lay behind an ordinary-looking door, though it was guarded by two rather majestic gold lion statues with sparkling emerald eyes. Lark chose two lock-picks, sticking her tongue out as she twiddled them in the keyholes, while the others kept a lookout, sweating and jumpy. But everyone, it seemed, was busy watching the goat-dancing session, as they didn’t see a soul. After all four of them had slipped inside, Kolt gently pulled the door closed.

The president’s room was what you’d call stately, Hadley supposed. An imposing timber desk. Bookshelves lined with folders. Several firm-looking floral lounges. But there were a few . . . interesting . . . additions. Two mannequins dressed in flowing robes stood at the window as though taking in the view. A large mirror in a fancy frame took pride of place on one wall. Hadley could imagine the president fixing his hair in it. And the cuckoo clock on the wall behind the president’s desk was an exact replica of his office, right down to a miniature cuckoo clock on the wall of that office. According to the clock, it was 3.52 pm.

‘OK,’ Kolt said. He seemed to be super confident when there was organising to be done. ‘If we’re going to do this, let’s be quick but careful so we don’t miss anything. Lark. You and Hadley search the president’s desk. Felix and I’ll look at the cupboards and filing cabinets. We’re looking for . . .’ He turned to Hadley for help.

‘Anything suspicious.’ She considered it. ‘Any weird-looking plans for Ludrovia. Or anything about . . . me or my dad.’

‘OK. Let’s get to it.’

The four of them scurried around the office. Hadley opened and shut drawers, rifling through mounds of papers and shoving aside so many pens she wondered if they were part of Jolon’s next collection. She glanced up as Lark giggled and pointed to a drawer filled with hair products. Gels, sprays, mousse; the president really did like his hair.

‘Ah-gah!’

The pens in her hand dropped to the floor as Felix shrieked. She turned and found him on the floor, wrestling a mannequin that had fallen from the cupboard as he opened it. Felix flailed around, the mannequin’s arm coming free as he struggled with it. He shrieked again. The other three exchanged looks and held in their laughter.

Footsteps sounded from the corridor and their smiles vanished. Hadley swept up the pens with one hand and shoved them back into the drawer, as Lark shut the drawer on the hair products. Kolt helped Felix to his feet and they heaved the mannequin into the cupboard as quietly as they could then closed the door.

‘Hide!’ Lark hissed. Hadley glanced around. Jolon’s voice came from just outside in the corridor. ‘In there!’ Lark gestured at a door they hadn’t yet checked.

Kolt and then Felix followed her wheelchair through into a dark room. Hadley walked in last, only then realising that Felix still carried the mannequin’s arm. Inside, they all turned around, peering out of the narrow gap in the doorway.

A series of metallic clicks signalled Jolon’s entrance. Footsteps came closer, then stopped. The friends’ ragged breaths were loud as they huddled together. Hadley’s shoulder pressed against someone else’s – she couldn’t tell whose – and it trembled.

‘So, we’re still in agreement?’ The president’s voice was suddenly loud, just on the other side of the door. The friends all held their breath. ‘Twenty-seven billion American dollars.’ A pause. ‘To buy the whole country? Yes, I think that sounds very fair, Mr Beaver.’ The children heard the sound of a wad of papers being flung onto the desk. ‘Yes, I’m looking forward to it. Just a few things to tidy up before you arrive.’

Hadley could hear the smile in Jolon’s voice. She could make out Felix’s eyes now that her own were adjusting to the darkness. They were wide in shock.

‘I’ll see you next week, Mr Beaver, and don’t worry, Ludrovia will soon be all yours.’




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A SONG-AND-DANCE MAN

In the office, all was silent.

Then, a strange warbling started.

‘Hair, beautiful hair, perfect, shiny, lovely hair.’

Hadley bit her lip. Jolon was singing. About his hair! He continued crooning, clearly admiring himself in a mirror as he sang.

‘Brush and wash and style you, perfect, gorgeous haaiiiirrrrrrrrr!’

The words grew louder and louder and Jolon finished on a high note, before speaking seriously to himself. ‘Your hair.’ He exhaled. ‘It’s looking wonderful today, President Nox, oh yes. It’s sitting just so. Now let’s get back out there and show off this stunning mop.’

The friends heard humming, then tapping, and Hadley shrank back as the president of Ludrovia pranced and twirled and wiggled across the section of the office they could see through the slightly open door. Unfortunately, it was right at that moment that Hadley lost her balance in the dark and bumped Felix with her elbow. The mannequin’s arm he held tumbled to the floor with a loud thud.

Jolon fell silent.

‘Hello?’ he asked in a wavering voice. ‘Is anybody in here?’

The floorboards creaked beneath Jolon’s hesitant footstep. Hadley held her breath.

‘Hello?’

Another creak.

‘CUCKOO. CUCKOO. CUCKOO. CUCKOO.’

Hadley jumped at the sudden sound of the clock, holding a hand to her thudding heart.

‘Ah!’ the president cried, equally startled. Hadley peeked out in time to see Jolon slap his forehead. ‘Four o’clock! That reminds me, I need to fetch a new backscratcher for the rest of the afternoon’s rehearsal. I promised them I’d get that one shaped like Bo-Peep’s staff. Mustn’t disappoint the people.’ He turned away, apparently having forgotten all about the mystery sound.

Seconds later the door slammed, and he was gone.

For a long moment, no-one moved a muscle.

‘Well, knock me down and steal my teeth!’ The words burst from a relieved Felix. The group tumbled out of the dark room, laughing.

‘Can you believe that?’ Lark managed, holding her stomach as she chortled. ‘I was a bit nervous there for a second, thanks to Dropping-things McGee over here,’ she pointed at Felix, ‘but how funny was the president’s singing? Perfect, gorgeous haaiiiirrrrrrrrr!’ She mimicked Jolon, then snorted, making the others laugh even harder.

Hadley hooted along with them until she was weak from it. She leaned against the desk for support, then saw something new there.

Papers. A document of some kind.

Her laughter faded as she started reading.

Contract between President Jolon Nox and King

Bartholomew Boggiano

(representing the nation of Ludrovia)

and

Chad Beaver

(of Beaver Industries)

Hadley began leafing through the document. It was written using lots of big words she didn’t know, but she could understand the general meaning of it.

Several pages in, she stopped. ‘Hey, guys,’ she said. ‘You need to see this.’

Lark had been waving her arms in the air, mimicking Felix wrestling with the mannequin, but she stopped at the seriousness of Hadley’s voice and spun her wheelchair to face her. The boys quietened too. ‘What is it?’

Hadley held up the wad of paper. She had a strange ringing in her ears, a rush in her chest.

‘It’s a contract of sale,’ she managed, staring at her new friends. ‘The president is selling Ludrovia to an American.’




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A TWENTY-SEVEN-BILLION-DOLLAR DEAL

Hadley started a new list in her head. It was short but heartfelt.


HADLEY BOGGS’S LEAST FAVOURITE

THING IN THE WORLD

1. President Jolon Nox.



She slept terribly. The next morning, she searched for her dad for twenty minutes before finally locating him in the conservatory, a pleasant, sunny room on the top floor of the castle. The conservatory had an entire wall of windows as well as access to the balcony that overlooked the terrace, the mountains and Eryas Town – a small village that sat far below the castle and was home to most of her classmates, including Lark and Kolt. (Felix lived with his dad in the castle.) Since Jolon wasn’t present, Mr Beaks was out of his cage and sitting on her dad’s shoulder. He appeared to be sharing a cup of tea with the little bird. Mr Beaks was perched on the side of his mug, his tiny beak dipping in and out of the paper-bag-coloured liquid.

‘Hot!’ the budgerigar said, flapping off and completing a lap of the room before perching on the top of a curtain rail. ‘Hot,’ he repeated, with less excitement.

‘I don’t think Mr Beaks should be drinking tea, Dad. Or sharing with you. It’s not hygienic.’

‘You’re probably right, love.’ He wore a T-shirt the colour of dirty dishwater that read, What do you call a deer with no eyes? ‘Oh, Hads, Mr Beaks enjoyed goat-dancing practice so much yesterday! You should have seen him, he was very excited. There was one particular goat that caught his eye. Wasn’t there, Mr Beaks?’

He jumped up and spun towards the budgerigar. Hadley saw the back of his T-shirt which read, No idea. Mr Beaks chirped cheerfully. Her dad turned back to face her.

‘A speckled creature. Handsome. It came over and stuck its nose through the bars of Mr Beaks’s cage, can you believe it? Smart creatures, goats.’

‘Yes, I know. Goats can be taught their name and to come when called, they’re extremely curious and they’re one of the cleanest animals.’ Her dad looked impressed by Hadley’s knowledge of goats.

‘Gavin!’ Mr Beaks twittered from the curtain rail. ‘Pretty goat!’

‘Gavin, hey?’ Her dad chuckled. ‘Was that your goat friend’s name?’

‘Dad, I need to talk to you.’ Hadley didn’t have time for this. Besides, who knew when she’d get another chance to talk to him without Jolon or the other Ludrovians around? ‘I’ve . . . heard something. A rumour.’ She couldn’t very well admit that they’d broken into the president’s office and read confidential documents. ‘I’ve heard that President Nox is selling Ludrovia. That can’t be right, can it?’

Her dad sat up, very chipper. ‘Oh yes, love. It’s true. Exciting, isn’t it? Jolon told me all about it yesterday. It’s a done deal.’

‘What?’ Hadley gaped at him. ‘Why would he do that? How could you let him?’

Her dad shrank back. ‘But . . . Jolon told me it was a good idea. I think his words were . . .’ He spoke in a higher, fancier voice in a poor attempt to imitate the president, ‘. . . It’s the best thing to happen to Ludrovia since Hair We Are began offering free delivery of their signature Rose Oil and Peach Blossom Shampoo.’ His chin trembled. ‘He was adamant it was a wonderful deal, Hadley.’

‘Why didn’t you ask Mr Beaks to help you decide?’

‘I did, love. I asked Mr Beaks while you were off with your new friends.’

‘But . . . I should have been there,’ Hadley finished lamely. Her dad had never made a decision through Mr Beaks without her being present, but she couldn’t tell him that.

‘Jolon said we had no time to wait for you, love. But don’t worry, Mr Beaks is always right.’

‘Good deal!’ the budgerigar chirped from his perch on the curtain rail.

Hadley shot him an injured look. Traitor.

Her dad stood up and walked to the window. ‘Selling Ludrovia will be the best thing for everyone, Hadley. You’ll see. Jolon told me all about this buyer – Somebody Beaver. Apparently, he’s a top fellow.’

‘But, Dad—’

The door flung open and Hadley spun around. The president strode into the room, Inez following with a pen and notepad in hand.

‘. . . the good hairspray, Inez. Three bottles. Not that gooey one you ordered last time, alright?’ he said in a grumpy voice. ‘And get onto that Slovakian store that specialises in backscratchers. Have them send me a catalogue.’

‘Yes, President Nox.’ Inez backed from the room, shutting the door behind her.

‘Ah, Princess. You’re here.’ Jolon towered over her and even her dad.

Hadley folded her arms across her chest. ‘I am. And I’m not happy. Dad told me you’re selling Ludrovia. Why would you do that, President Nox?’

Jolon smirked. ‘Ah, I thought he might tell you. But that’s OK. What do you need to know, young whippersnapper?’

‘My name is Hadley, Mr President, and I’d prefer you to use it.’

‘Oooh,’ Jolon drew the word out mockingly. ‘Certainly, Hadley. What do you want to know?’

‘Why would you do such a thing? Don’t you care about Ludrovia?’

‘Oh, Hadley. Hadley, Hadley. This is just business. The way of the world. Do you know how much money we’ll get for this not particularly special country?’

Not particularly special?

‘Twenty-seven billion dollars. That’s a whole lot of strawberries and hot chocolates, am I right, King Barry?’ Jolon slapped his thigh and hooted, and her dad nodded uncertainly.

‘But just who actually gets this money?’

‘Why, Ludrovia, of course! The people.’ President Nox waved an arm vaguely in the air. ‘Some will go towards infrastructure. Roads. Hospitals and what not. A new goat-dancing school, perhaps.’

‘What will happen to the Ludrovians? My friends? How will it affect them?’

Jolon waved his arms dismissively. ‘Ah, they’ll be fine. Chad Beaver is an upstanding gentleman, Hadley. He’s an American billionaire who has always wanted a country of his own and he adores Ludrovia. Big cheese fan. Huge admirer of mountains. I’m sure all he’ll do is sit around the castle and eat cheese. We’ll probably hardly know he’s here.’ His arms spread wide. ‘No harm done.’

Jolon seemed very sure of himself. Maybe he was right.

Or maybe not.

‘But who exactly will get the twenty-seven billion dollars?’ she asked.

Jolon’s eyes slid from hers. ‘As I said, the people. Infrastructure and what not.’

Hadley opened her mouth to question him further – she knew a little about economics, as her passion for the subject had provided particularly absorbing reading last winter – but Jolon continued, now in a calming tone.

‘Just meet Mr Beaver, Princess, and see what you think of the man. He’s going to sign the contract on Goat Day, as per the ancient Ludrovian law that specifies all major decrees must be signed on that day to be binding. It’s a blooming pain really, but what can you do?’ He shrugged. ‘An ancient law is an ancient law. But Mr Beaver will be in Ludrovia earlier than that – he’s arriving in two days’ time. He wants to see the country, meet the people – you know the sort of thing.’ He paused. ‘I suppose if you’re going to spend twenty-seven billion dollars on something you’d like to have a little look at it first, wouldn’t you?’

Chad Beaver was coming in two days.

Two days.

It was Goat Day in seven days.

Hadley walked over to the window, her head spinning. That wasn’t long enough. She’d need a plan. She bit her lip. Could her friends help?

She regarded the clear blue sky, smelled the pine trees. How could Jolon say this wasn’t a special place? Hadley had been in Ludrovia for less than a week and she knew it was special. Jolon should consider himself lucky that Hadley hadn’t been there to help Mr Beaks make his choice. She thought about this.

Was it luck?

She pictured the blackened hull of the Seas the Day. The entire royal family were gone, leaving Jolon in charge of Ludrovia. She bit her lip. Until her dad had been found alive. And now the president had convinced him to sell the country. Something heavy settled into the pit of Hadley’s stomach.

Jolon had bowed his head, picking at a nail, his face hidden.

‘Mr President?’ Hadley asked. His black eyes flicked up to meet hers. She took a deep breath before speaking. ‘You didn’t have anything to do with the deaths of the royal family, did you?’

Jolon’s eyes widened. ‘Hadley, my dear girl. How could you think that?’ He glanced at her dad. ‘My King. Of course I had nothing to do with that explosion. What kind of man do you take me for? I adored the royal family. Queen Beatrix was . . . special to me.’ A single tear slid down his cheek.

Mr Beaks flew down from the curtain rail, surprising the president, who squealed and threw his arms up to protect his head. The budgerigar landed on Hadley’s shoulder. He pecked her earlobe lightly, then tweeted one word softly into her ear.

‘Liar.’




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF . . .

The next day was Sunday, and after a breakfast of blackberry pancakes and maple syrup, Hadley met her friends at the castle gate.

She told them everything as they walked down towards Eryas Town in the bright sunshine. Lark and Kolt wore wide-brimmed hats, while Felix appeared to have dressed in the dark; his shorts and T-shirt were both striped, his socks mismatched.

‘I can’t believe it!’ Lark said, her wheels crunching on the gravel. ‘We trusted that man.’ The others scurried to keep up as her arms propelled the wheelchair along at a furious pace.

‘Yeah. It’s not right,’ Felix said in a dull voice. ‘We thought he cared about Ludrovia, and it was the royals who didn’t. I guess we were wrong.’ His gaze shot to Hadley as he realised what he’d said. ‘Sorry, Hadley . . . I didn’t mean . . .’

‘I get it,’ she told him. ‘Jolon did all their work for them, didn’t he? They relied on him and look what happened.’ The friends continued in silence for a minute.

‘But . . .’ Kolt ventured, ‘perhaps the president is doing the right thing now. Maybe he’s doing what he thinks is best?’

Lark stopped so suddenly, Hadley almost ran into the back of her wheelchair. She spun her chair to glare at Kolt, who turned a bright shade of pink.

‘Selling our country to someone who doesn’t know or care about it can never be the right thing, Kolt.’

Her brother exhaled. ‘Ja-ha. You’re right, Lark.’

After a long moment, she nodded. They continued. It was so quiet Hadley thought she could hear the trees breathing. She changed the subject. ‘So. Eryas Town. What’s it like? I’ve read that it’s a small village, and pretty.’

‘It is, though it’ll probably seem boring to a princess.’ Lark grinned. ‘But we like it.’

Several minutes later the path merged into a winding street, and houses started to appear on the hillside. They were so different from houses in Australia, all sharply sloping roofs and window boxes filled with pink-and-red flowers. Reading about them wasn’t the same as seeing them in person. Lark led the way, and after a few more twists and turns they arrived at a small square in a flatter part of the village. She stopped at a particularly lovely white house, with blue shutters opened on the windows and hedges around its green front lawn.

‘Home!’ Lark announced, then wheeled herself along the cobblestone path to the front door, where a ramp sat in place of steps. ‘Mama! Pops! Are you here?’

Soon, Hadley found herself in a cosy lounge room. There was a television against one wall, surrounded by a bookshelf holding dozens of well-loved books. A pile of board games sat on a table in the corner, beside a half-completed puzzle that looked to be of a white goat standing in the snow. Difficult, Hadley thought, impressed.

She followed the siblings through a swinging door and into a homely kitchen, the smell of something burning immediately hitting her nostrils.

‘Googly moogly!’ Lark yelped. ‘Mama?’

Kolt ran over and yanked the oven door open. Thick grey smoke poured out. He grabbed a tea towel and seized a tray topped with black discs that Hadley guessed had once been biscuits, and thrust it into the sink, where it made a sizzling sound.

A thin woman with light-brown hair entered. ‘Jitterbugging goats! I’ve burned the biscuits.’ She raced to the sink and poked at the rock-hard blobs of charcoal, then turned to her children and threw her hands in the air. ‘I wanted to bake something nice for your new friend, but look what happened!’ She gestured back at the door through which she’d entered. ‘Our washing machine is broken, you see, and I was outside washing by hand.’

Lark moved closer to her mum and patted her back. ‘It doesn’t matter, Mama.’ She raised her eyebrows at the others while her mum busied herself scraping the biscuits into the sink. ‘I’m sure they would have been lovely.’

Kolt slipped over to Hadley and whispered in an unconcerned voice, ‘Mama gets distracted easily. She does this all the time.’

Sounds dangerous, thought Hadley, waving an arm at the smoke that hung in the air, though she didn’t say anything.

The woman sighed. ‘Lucky your father is cooking lunch.’

‘Mama, this is Hadley. Hadley, this is our mama, Alivia Karter.’

Alivia bowed deeply and Hadley flushed. ‘No need for that, Alivia,’ Felix said, giving Mrs Karter a hug. ‘Hadley’s not that important,’ he teased, turning around to grin at her. Hadley smiled, thankful for his intervention. She still wasn’t used to being a princess.

‘It’s nice to meet you, Mrs Karter.’

‘Alivia is fine, my dear.’

‘Mama, Kolt showed you how to set a timer on the oven before we left this morning. Why didn’t you use it?’

‘Oh, sorry, babykins. I forgot.’ She shrugged. ‘You know me.’

Lark shook her head, but her mother ignored her and turned to Hadley. ‘Are you enjoying life at the castle, Princess Hadley?’

‘Yes, it’s wonderful. The whole country is wonderful.’ The words brought the situation back to the friends and they all deflated a little. Alivia seemed to sense it.

‘Why don’t you show Hadley around town while your father and I prepare lunch?’ she suggested. ‘Since I’ve burned your morning tea.’

‘Good idea,’ Lark said, perking up a little.

‘You’ll stay for lunch, Princess Hadley?’

‘I’d love to,’ Hadley said, only slightly concerned that she might be expected to eat something scorched and blackened.

The friends left as Alivia opened windows to clear the smoke. The town was just as lovely and boring and perfect and humble as her friends had described. Hadley adored it. They bought milkshakes at the local café, the others convincing Hadley to try the cherry-meringue flavour, which was out of this world. She immediately added it to her list of favourite things, while Felix declared that milkshakes might be his passion.


HADLEY BOGGS’S MOST FAVOURITE

THINGS IN THE WORLD

1. Finding out things.

2. The smell of books.

3. Cheese fondue.

4. Going to school.

5. Having friends.

6. Cherry-meringue milkshakes.



Hadley bought a postcard to send to Mrs Gibbs in Australia and a fluffy toy goat for her dad. People on the street seemed to know who she was, some addressing her with a cheerful, ‘Morning, Princess,’ or a slight bow of the head, but nothing too over the top. Hadley finally started to feel like a real Ludrovian.

Back at the house, Lark and Kolt’s dad, Ryker, wore a frilly apron and had cooked a delicious roast chicken, which he served with crispy potatoes with fluffy insides and wedges of spicy roasted pumpkin.

‘So, Princess Hadley,’ he said as they all sat at a table in the sun in the backyard. The yard was long and narrow, a gurgling creek running along the back instead of a fence. There was a neat vegetable garden, and a chicken coop with three chickens (Yoda, Luke and Leia, Kolt told her). There was even a cubbyhouse with a wide door and ramp so Lark could navigate it. ‘You lived in a caravan in Australia?’ Ryker spoke too loudly, and Hadley suspected he might have trouble hearing. ‘How wonderful! That must be like being on holiday all the time.’ He beamed.

Not exactly, Hadley thought, picturing the narrow bunks and the piles of things they never seemed to find room for.

‘We’ve never been on a holiday,’ Ryker finished, a little wistfully.

‘Never?’

‘No. But then, I guess we have everything we need right here, don’t we, love?’ he bellowed at Alivia, who winced but nodded in agreement.

As they walked back to the castle that afternoon, Hadley considered what she’d seen that day. The ordinary townspeople, Kolt and Lark’s small but happy house.

‘Your parents,’ she started after they finished chatting about which milkshake had been better, Lark’s toasted marshmallow or Felix’s brown-butter peach, ‘um . . . do they need money?’

Lark stopped wheeling, her long white hair flicking across her shoulders as she spun to face Hadley. ‘Money? No. Of course not. Why do you ask?’

‘Oh, just that they said they’d never been on holiday. And the washing machine was broken . . .’

‘We live simply, that’s true,’ Kolt went on when Lark didn’t answer, apparently astonished either at Hadley’s question, or perhaps she’d never considered the issue before. ‘But we have everything we need, Hadley.’

The others nodded and they resumed walking in silence. But Hadley couldn’t help wondering.

Perhaps selling the country would mean good people like the Karters could afford holidays and washing machines and so much more.

Maybe stupid Jolon had been right all along.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE SNEAKY ARRIVAL OF A BILLIONAIRE

‘Chad Beaver is in the country.’

Felix hissed the words in Hadley’s ear as he skidded into class just as the bell rang, falling onto the chair beside hers.

‘What? How do you know?’ she whispered, watching Miss Quill’s back as she wrote on the board. The teacher’s hearing was excellent, and she was not a fan of children talking during her lessons.

‘He came through the gatehouse less than twenty minutes ago, straight off a plane from Texas.’ He panted, catching his breath before continuing. ‘It’s meant to be a secret. Dad said I couldn’t tell anyone. But best friends don’t count.’

Heat spread through Hadley’s chest. Best friends. Miss Quill consulted a book and added more words to the whiteboard. ‘What’s he like?’

‘Weird. Short. Funny accent. Jolon is showing him around for a couple of days. In-cod-meeto, or something.’

‘Incognito. It means secretly.’


INCOGNITO: CONCEALING ONE’S TRUE IDENTITY.



‘Yes, that’s it. I overheard Yarrow tell Dad that Gatlin’s taking him for a tour today.’ Just then the wump-wump of a distant helicopter started up and the friends shared a look.

‘Right, children! Pay attention, please.’ Miss Quill raised an eyebrow at Hadley and Felix. Hadley reddened. ‘With Goat Day coming up very soon, we’re going to recap our goat history and species. Please open Just Kidding, No Not Really, A Condensed History of Ludrovian Goats to page fifteen . . .’

The day passed slowly, even for school-loving Hadley. At the final bell, the four friends ventured out to the Great Big Lawn and lay down, avoiding the nuggets of goat poo and piles of straw. Apparently, the goats were away today on some sort of excursion to watch an opera in Yagos. It would improve their musicality, Felix told Hadley.

‘I wonder what Chad Beaver is like,’ Kolt fretted. His pale face had been made even paler with a layer of white zinc. ‘No. Actually, I don’t want to know.’

‘I do.’ Lark remained in her wheelchair, scanning the sky from under her bucket hat. ‘Where are they?’

‘I hear it!’ Felix exclaimed, leaping up. A few seconds later Hadley did too, the distinctive whir of a helicopter in the distance. Soon they could see it coming in steeply around the side of a nearby mountain. It hovered over the lawn, the air from the rotor blades making goosebumps rise on Hadley’s arms. Gatlin’s white-blonde hair was clearly visible in the pilot’s seat as she manoeuvred the aircraft to a tidy landing on the grass.

‘Landing a helicopter on the Great Big Lawn isn’t exactly being incognito,’ Hadley muttered.

Jolon unfolded his spindly frame from the helicopter first, followed by an unremarkable man carrying a briefcase. Was that Chad Beaver?

‘That’s not him,’ Felix said, as if reading her mind. ‘That’s his right-hand man.’ He pointed as a third man exited the helicopter. ‘That’s him.’

Chad Beaver was very short and rather stocky, with a large moustache that twirled up to pointed tips. He was bald but for a straggly grey ponytail that hung limply from the base of his head and he wore a navy-and-white-pinstriped suit, with a vest and a pink bow tie. The helicopter fell silent as the three men made their way towards the terrace.

‘He doesn’t look that scary,’ Kolt said, sounding relieved.

‘He doesn’t scare me, that’s for sure.’ Lark folded her arms across her chest.

Hadley didn’t comment. Instead, she waved at Gatlin, who had just climbed out of the helicopter, motioning her over. Rather reluctantly, Gatlin veered towards them across the lawn.

‘Good afternoon, children.’

Hadley didn’t have time for niceties. ‘Gatlin, what’s he like?’

‘I’m not sure who you’re talking about, Princess.’

‘Chad Beaver. Come on, Gatlin, we just saw him.’

Gatlin kept her face blank for another beat, then gave in. ‘OK, fine. Yes, that was Chad Beaver.’

‘And? What’s he like?’

‘He’s . . . friendly. Polite. Charming, even.’ She paused, her brow furrowing. ‘But a little strange.’

‘How? Why?’

‘Well, he made me land on the top of Mt Keller. Up there.’ She pointed at the highest peak, one with a few patches still covered in snow. ‘There’s a small field at the summit, and an old stone cabin. He wants to convert the cabin into an office. A private office, he says. He made his personal assistant write down all these notes about things he wanted to buy – locks, a desk, even a safe.’

‘An office? A safe? All the way up there?’

‘Mmm.’ Just then, the sun sank low enough for the mountain’s shadow to reach them. Hadley shivered. Gatlin sighed. ‘I’m off now to fetch the builders and take them up for a quick look before dark. And tomorrow I’ll fly some of his luggage up there, too.’

‘It’s a very remote place for an office, isn’t it, Gatlin?’

Despite the sudden cool, the muscular woman wiped sweat from her upper lip. When she spoke, Hadley thought she detected a note of concern in her voice.

‘Yes, Hadley. Yes, it is.’




CHAPTER TWENTY

A SINGLE STRAND OF HAIR

‘And I said . . . close the door, people. You’re letting all the good air out,’ Chad Beaver drawled as Hadley entered the conservatory. There were several unenthusiastic giggles.

Huh?

Hadley had been yanked out of class just before lunchtime and brought to meet the billionaire, who was currently reclining on the lounge, his briefcase open on his lap, her dad and Jolon seated nearby in armchairs. The room was warm in the late-morning sun. Doors to the balcony were open and the scent of pine needles wafted inside to mingle with the stinky smell of Gorgonzola cheese. Her dad wore a T-shirt the colour of cold tea which read, I don’t trust stairs: they’re always up to something. Mr Beaks’s cage sat near him on a side table. Hadley could see that Jolon had spent an extra-long time styling his hair (she recognised the telltale curl he cultivated at the nape of his neck when he really wanted to impress people). On the coffee table, in front of Chad Beaver, sat a platter loaded with half-eaten cheeses. Beside the smelly Gorgonzola, Hadley saw a crumbly Cheddar and a holey Jarlsberg. Near the door, standing behind his boss, was Chad Beaver’s ordinary-looking assistant. He hopped from foot to foot as if expecting to be asked at any moment to race off to do his master’s bidding. Standing near the window behind the president was Inez, her pen and paper in hand. As Hadley walked past, she noticed Chad Beaver’s assistant glance at Inez, then turn away, flushing.

Standing in a huddle, in the far corner of the room, was the Council of Seven. Hadley waved at Gatlin, who gave a brief nod in return before averting her gaze. Hadley narrowed her eyes.

What were they all doing here?

The president stood. ‘Ah, Princess Hadley. Glad you were able to join us. You’re yet to meet Mr Beaver, I believe? Let me introduce you. Chad Beaver, this is Princess Hadley. Princess Hadley, this is Chad Beaver.’

Hadley put down her school bag and approached the billionaire.

‘Hello, darlin’. Lovely to meet you. And this fella behind me here is my assistant, Roger Rabbit.’

Roger Rabbit?

Chad Beaver closed his briefcase, but not before Hadley saw a laptop inside, along with a notebook and a plastic-wrapped cheese stick. He set the briefcase beside him on the floor, then stood up and presented her with a smile that showed a glittering gold tooth. ‘Well, ain’t you a precious young thing!’

Another man who didn’t know how to call a person by her actual name, Hadley grumbled to herself. ‘Please call me Hadley. Not darlin’,’ she said.

Jolon rolled his eyes at Chad Beaver, but the billionaire didn’t appear to notice. He wore a dapper, grey-checked suit with a yellow bow tie. Hadley took a step closer, noticing that she was a little taller than him.

‘Why are you buying Ludrovia, Mr Beaver?’ Her words came out more bluntly than she had intended. Behind Chad Beaver, Roger’s eyes widened.

‘Well, you’re a straight shooter, ain’t ya?’ The billionaire grinned, sinking back onto the lounge. ‘Lookee, Princess, there’s no secret. Ludrovia is just a really nice country. Who wouldn’t want to buy it if they could? I mean, it’s so pretty, like what you’d see on a chocolate box.’

Hadley was embarrassed to remember thinking the same thing when she arrived in Ludrovia.

‘Yesterday,’ he continued, ‘I took a helicopter right to the top of a mountain. Gosh-darn, it was pretty from up there. And the cheese!’ He brought his fingertips to his mouth and made a kissing sound. He leaned a little closer, as if confiding in her. ‘Plus, the people here speak English, and they have an accent I can understand, which is a real bonus.’ He paused. ‘Of course, there are a few things that will have to change once I take over. I mean, I adore Europe, but some things in this part of the world are just plain silly. We need bigger sodas, for one thing. What’s with the tiny cups? And we’ll start using US dollars, because . . . well, I find other currencies kind of annoying.’ He dropped a hand and brushed it tenderly along the handle of his briefcase without realising it. ‘But, you know, I see real potential in Ludrovia, Princess Hadley.’ His eyes widened as if something just occurred to him. ‘Hey, you’re not worried that you won’t be a princess anymore, are you? I promise I won’t take that away from you. I’ll have all the Ludrovians continue to call you princess, if that’s what you’re concerned about.’

Hadley lifted her chin. ‘No, that’s not it! I’m worried for the people of Ludrovia, I don’t care what people call me!’

‘Hads, love,’ her dad interrupted, ‘I told you there’s no need to worry about this anymore. Jolon and I have come to an agreement with Mr Beaver. We just need to sign the documents on Goat Day and Ludrovia will belong to Beaver Industries.’

‘You didn’t consult Mr Beaks without me again, Dad, did you?’ Her dad ducked his head and Mr Beaks chirped, ‘Beaver! Beaver!’ Hadley glared at the little bird. ‘Could I look at those documents, Mr Beaver?’ Hadley asked. ‘I’d like to get a lawyer to check them over.’ She glanced at Gatlin – she’d told Hadley she was a lawyer, hadn’t she?

‘A lawyer, hey?’ Chad Beaver appeared amused. ‘Seems you’re more than a pretty face, young lady.’

‘There’s no need for that, Hadley,’ Jolon interjected.

Behind him Inez adjusted her glasses, her eyes moving to Chad Beaver’s assistant, where they remained for a long moment. She fumbled with her pencil before looking cool and calm again as Jolon went on.

‘The council went over everything this morning and they are perfectly satisfied with our deal. Isn’t that right, Seven?’ He gestured to the council members, and they nodded. Gatlin wouldn’t meet Hadley’s gaze.

‘So,’ Jolon clapped his hands together and turned to Chad Beaver, ‘now that we’ve sorted all that out, how about I show you my collections, Mr Beaver? I think I told you about them on the phone. You’ll find the cuckoo clocks particularly noteworthy, I believe.’

A look of distaste passed across the billionaire’s face. ‘I think not, Jolon. The collecting of similar objects simply for the purpose of having a collection of similar objects is a total and utter waste of time. And I don’t waste time, Mr President.’ He stood up, brushing invisible dust from his pants. ‘I collect only one thing. A single strand of hair from the head of people I meet. Only people with special talents, or who are exceedingly clever. People who have things to offer the world, President Nox. I currently have a small collection of thirty-two strands of hair.’

‘But why?’ Hadley blurted.

‘Good question, Princess.’ Chad Beaver regarded her. ‘You see, I’ve got my scientists back in Texas working day and night on a very special project. It’s called cloning. Have you heard of it?’

‘Yes, actually,’ Hadley said. She remembered back. ‘I learned about cloning in . . . I think it was February last year. Around the time I also mastered basket weaving. Cloning is when you create a genetically identical copy of cells or DNA or even a whole animal.’

‘Very good, Princess.’ Chad Beaver’s gaze was sharp. ‘You are clever. Have you had an IQ test?’ Hadley shook her head. ‘You should. My IQ is at genius level, and I can usually recognise similar traits in others, even those who haven’t had a top-class education, as I did. Anyway, my guys have already cloned cows and sheep and chickens. But what I really want them to do is to clone human beings. They are close. Very close. Soon, they’ll be creating copies of people. Clones.’

Hadley recoiled at the thought of someone exactly like her being ‘created’ from a single strand of hair yanked from her head.

‘So. With just the single hair I collect from those outstanding specimens, my scientists will be able to create a whole new person. Incredible, isn’t it? In this way, Beaver Industries will have an advantage over our business rivals.’

Her dad stood up suddenly. ‘You can re-create a person from a single hair, Mr Beaver?’

‘Uh-huh. Sure can, King Barry. Well, soon I can, I hope.’

‘I have a lock of Hadley’s mother’s hair, Mr Beaver,’ he said, his voice rising. ‘Her name was Heather. She died when Hadley was three. I’ve kept it with me all these years. Maybe your scientists could use it to clone her?’ He turned to Hadley, and the look in his eyes made her want to cry.

‘Dad, I—’ she began, her voice cracking. She hesitated, not knowing how or what to say, but then Chad Beaver stood up and grasped her dad’s hand.

‘Of course, King Barry. Of course. You’ll be first on my list. Anything for the man who sells me my very own country.’

Her dad broke into a grin and pumped Chad’s hand, beaming at Hadley. ‘Perfectamundo! Isn’t it, Hads?’

She managed a half-smile, wishing that the idea of cloning her mother seemed even a little bit good.

‘Perfectamundo,’ repeated Chad Beaver, rolling the word around in his mouth like she imagined he did with a salty Feta cheese before chewing it.

A peeved Jolon stood up. ‘Well, if it’s a single perfect hair you’re looking for, I’m sure you know where to find one.’ He dabbed carefully at his bouffant.

Chad Beaver appeared confused. ‘That’s not what . . . I mean, I don’t think I’ll be needing a strand of your hair, Mr President.’

Jolon pursed his lips. ‘No matter. I’ll be off, then. I have a delivery of backscratchers from Papua New Guinea to see to.’ He marched from the room, his expression pinched, an unruffled Inez following.

Hadley turned and noticed Chad Beaver’s assistant staring at Inez as she left. He saw Hadley watching and cleared his throat self-consciously, pulling at his collar.

The billionaire shrugged and turned his attention to her dad. ‘Which mountain slope offers the best wild strawberries, did you say, King Barry? I wouldn’t mind adding a few to my cheese platter tonight. I’ll be having cheese for lunch, too, but then, you can never have enough cheese, am I right?’ He picked up his briefcase then took her dad’s arm and walked out onto the balcony. Hadley watched the Texan standing there, the case gripped firmly in his hand.

‘Absolutely, Mr Beaver. It’s just so very . . . cheesy, isn’t it?’ her dad responded, his voice carrying inside.

‘Cheesy!’ Mr Beaks repeated. ‘Cheesy!’

Hadley followed them outside. In the crystal-clear air, the mountains looked close enough to touch. She had the feeling she could stand on tiptoes and scoop a handful of snow from the top of the nearest one. Below, the terrace was dotted with castle staff enjoying the sunshine. She saw her friends and gave a sharp whistle. Felix saw her and jabbed the others, pointing up. Lark – the show-off – did a wheelie in her chair. Hadley laughed, glancing around to see if Chad Beaver or her dad had noticed. Her dad had a faraway look in his eyes, but Chad Beaver was staring down. He grimaced at Lark, curling his lip as he gave a little shake of his shoulders as if he was shuddering.

A sourness hit the back of Hadley’s throat and she felt as though cockroaches – big ones, like they sometimes found in the caravan in the summertime – were crawling over her skin. Chad Beaver must have sensed Hadley’s scrutiny, because he turned to her, wiping the look from his face. His friendly smile returned. He ran a hand over his bald head, giving his limp ponytail a shake, then gestured towards the window.

‘Wonderful mountains aren’t they, Princess? Picture perfect. I admire perfection, don’t you?’

A coldness raced through her body, as though she’d been infected with something unwelcome and evil. Hadley abruptly turned and went back inside, unable to remain beside the Texan any longer.

She walked over to the billionaire’s assistant, who stood alone, looking a little lost. ‘It’s Roger Rabbit, isn’t it?’ Hadley asked, trying to distract herself.

‘No,’ he said with an irate expression, his accent sounding to Hadley’s inexperienced ears something like a ‘regular’ American accent, not as distinctive as Chad Beaver’s Texan drawl. ‘My name is Roger Abbott. A. B. B. O. T. T. It just sounds like Roger Rabbit when said aloud.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Hadley replied. Roger Abbott had an obvious bee in his bonnet about the pronunciation of his name. She gestured at the door through which the president had departed. ‘I saw you looking at Jolon’s assistant earlier. She’s pretty, isn’t she? Her name is Inez.’

‘Hmm.’ Roger Abbott turned away, but she saw him mouth the word Inez, a dreamy look replacing his annoyance.

‘Roger Rabbit!’ Chad Beaver called to his assistant. Hadley could have sworn the billionaire deliberately said Rabbit instead of Abbott, but when she looked at Chad Beaver she saw only a cheerful smile. He held the briefcase out towards Roger. ‘Take this. Guard it with your life. Get that strong-looking pilot to fly you to . . .’ He glanced at Hadley, looking shifty, ‘you-know-where. And bring the suitcases back.’

Roger nodded, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He accepted the briefcase with such gentleness he might be taking hold of a newborn baby, then speed-walked from the room.

What’s in that briefcase that’s so important? Hadley wondered. I’d give anything for a look inside.

‘Time for lunchtime Gouda and Époisses on the terrace,’ Chad Beaver announced, rubbing his belly. ‘Would either of you like to join me? No? Are you sure? Then I’ll see you this afternoon.’

‘What’s happening this afternoon?’ Hadley asked.

‘Ah, now that would be telling, darlin’. Just be out on the lawn area at five. Let’s just say that all of Ludrovia is about to fall in love with Chad Beaver.’ He chuckled, shook her dad’s hand and turned to leave. As he passed, Hadley felt a sting on the top of her head.

‘Ouch!’ She spun towards the billionaire, who was bent over, his fingers gripping something. He slipped it into the pocket of his jacket and muttered under his breath, ‘Thirty-three. Perfectamundo!’

Hadley’s eyes widened.

Did Chad Beaver just pull a strand of hair from my head?




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A CHEESE-LOVING BILLIONAIRE AND WADS OF CASH

‘My dear Ludrovians,’ began Chad Beaver in his Texan drawl, forced onto tiptoes to reach the microphone. ‘I am honoured to be standing in front of you today.’

Hundreds had gathered on the Great Big Lawn. From her spot on the terrace with her friends, Hadley could see the billionaire as well as the gathered masses.

‘First off, I’d like to thank your king, Bartholomew Boggiano, and your president, Jolon Nox, for the opportunity to talk to you.’ He moved the microphone lower and looked immediately more confident. ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of me, perhaps not. My name is Chad Beaver, and I’m the president and CEO of Beaver Industries.’

There were gasps from the crowd. As Hadley had discovered in a recent internet search, Beaver Industries were big news. They owned twenty-nine per cent of all the cattle in America, along with seventy-seven per cent of all the cowboy hats in the world. Plus, they produced eleven per cent of all the watermelons eaten by Americans each year. Chad Beaver was a billionaire many times over.

‘You’re a proud people who live in a truly great country.’ Chad Beaver held his briefcase, which he now put down beside him. ‘I’ve long admired Ludrovia for its majesty, its beauty, and of course, its people.’

A cheer rang out. Chad Beaver grinned, his gold tooth catching the sunlight. ‘In fact, my good Ludrovians, I’ve admired your people for so long and so greatly that I decided I’d like to become a part of your country.’

Burbles of chatter, then more cheers.

‘You see, I’ve been fixing to buy me a country in Europe for some years now.’ The people quietened at that. ‘I mean, other billionaires own rockets to fly to outer space and submarines to dive to the depths of the ocean. But me, I’ve always wanted to have my very own country in this great European continent. Texas is . . . alright, I guess, but it just ain’t Europe. I adore everything about Europe. I mean, it’s just so plum fancy. You have castles like the one behind me. I mean, how beautiful is that?’ He gestured at it, shaking his head in appreciation. ‘You have teeny-tiny cars, and the best Gruyere and the creamiest Brie and bumpy streets that are really hard to walk on but look so pretty on postcards. So, when I approached your president, Mr Nox here, and he was agreeable to my offer, well, that was the best pea-picking news I’d heard since they announced Texas was getting its very own Camembert festival.’ He grinned. ‘But now, I’m planning to move to Ludrovia and eat a pound of your finger-licking cheese every day if I want to!’

The crowd muttered, sounding less pleased. Hadley picked out Alivia and Ryker near the edge. The troupe of clowns she’d seen in Yagos when she’d first arrived in Ludrovia were there, too, huddled together looking decidedly unhappy. A taller clown, perhaps the head of the troupe, motioned vigorously at Chad Beaver with a colourful feather duster.

‘So, in just five days’ time, I’ll be taking over from King Bartholomew and President Nox as the leader of your great country.’ The billionaire lowered his voice, as if addressing each citizen individually. ‘I know this is a big change, my soon-to-be fellow Ludrovians. But I assure you this will be a proud new era for your country. I plan to ensure we keep the very best of Ludrovia’s traditions and integrate them with the ways of the future. There will be jobs for everyone. More holidays. More fun. Prosperity for all!’ His voice grew louder and louder until he boomed the final words.

The muttering of the crowd rose in volume, one or two people whooping aloud. Chad Beaver raised a hand to silence them. Hadley glanced up at her dad, who nodded along. Beside him, Jolon flicked his hair and said something to Inez, who then scribbled it down on her notepad.

‘Now, my fellow Ludrovians, I don’t want you to think I’m all talk and no action. Perhaps he’s just making up all this doohickie stuff, you might be thinking.’ He guffawed, which became a snort. ‘Well, I smell what you’re stepping in.’ Hadley saw that no-one understood this any more than she did. ‘So, I’m putting my money where my mouth-hole is. Roger Rabbit, can you come here?’

Roger’s eyes flitted over the crowd. He blinked several times, then dragged two large suitcases towards Chad Beaver with some effort, laying them beside the billionaire. He stood up, wiped the sweat from his brow then unlatched them, watched over by Chad Beaver all the while. From below on the terrace, Hadley couldn’t see what was inside. Roger turned to leave, his eyes landing on Inez. He flushed as red as the cherry-meringue milkshake Hadley had enjoyed in Eryas Town. Hadley noticed Inez watching the man with a soft expression as he scurried away.

‘This is just the start, my good people of Ludrovia,’ Chad Beaver declared. ‘I’m afraid it’s US dollars, but don’t despair, as all your local stores will immediately be accepting this currency, and we’ll soon phase out your regular Ludrovian pounds.’ With that, he bent over and reached into the nearest suitcase, stood up and flung his arms out. Paper bills fluttered into the air. They floated on the currents of the breeze, at first rising, then dipping down towards the crowd below.

The crowd seemed to realise what it was at the exact same moment. People went wild, leaping in the air with their arms outstretched as the bills began to fall like autumn leaves over the terrace and the Great Big Lawn. They scrambled over one another, screeching and hooting.

Hadley turned to Lark. ‘He’s throwing money at them!’

For a split second, Lark’s face showed envy, then her nostrils flared. ‘He’s bribing them!’ she said, watching the floating bills.

‘I assure you, Ludrovians,’ Chad Beaver called as he flung more money at the crowd, ‘this is not a bribe, but a sign of things to come. A sign of the wealth Ludrovia will soon experience under my reign. And yes, they’re all one-hundred-dollar bills!’

The people below cheered, wild with joy. ‘Chad Beaver! Chad Beaver!’

Hadley picked out another familiar face in the crowd. The maid, Delia. She stood stock-still despite the people around her shoving one another and diving on the bills, her eyes focused on the billionaire with laser-like intensity.

‘Come on, let’s get out of here,’ Felix said, his lip curling.

Hadley was about to turn away when Delia’s gaze swung directly towards her. The strange woman didn’t mouth anything this time. Nevertheless, one word lodged itself in Hadley’s head.

Birdbrain.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

A SMOOTH OPERATOR

‘Smell that air, people! Oh yeah! This is the stuff.’

Chad Beaver led a group down to Eryas Town the next day, saying he wanted to see the ‘real Ludrovia’. With him went a reluctant Jolon, Hadley’s dad with Mr Beaks in his cage, the Council of Seven and Hadley. She had taken the morning off school to tag along, deciding it would be a good opportunity to find out more about the Texan billionaire. He seemed too nice to be true, at least in public. But she couldn’t forget the look on his face as he’d watched Lark in her wheelchair.

‘Ludrovia smells like grass and trees and cow dung. Which ain’t all that different from Texas, if I’m being honest,’ Chad Beaver said. A chuckle ran through the group. ‘But underneath all that, there’s something’ – he sniffed noisily – ‘so European about it, you know? That’s the smell of history. Magnificent. With maybe just a touch of goat.’

‘Sometimes, when I smell biscuits, I believe it might be ghost soldiers from the Macaron War,’ Thessaly said in her usual dreamy way.

Chad Beaver’s mouth stretched wide, his gold tooth winking in the sunshine. He wore a blue-and-white-chequered suit with an orange bow tie and sharply pointed brown shoes. ‘A country that smells of biscuits! Well, that’s just plum awesome. I love Ludrovia!’

Spontaneous applause came from the curious crowd of mostly castle staff and locals who’d followed them from the castle. Ludrovians had quickly come around to the idea that their country would be owned by a billionaire, no doubt helped by the fact that they were now hundreds – even thousands – of dollars richer. Kolt told Hadley his parents used the money they’d caught to buy a new washing machine, happily indicating his outfit, which did appear freshly washed. But Hadley was conflicted. Was Chad Beaver the best thing since sliced bread (or sliced baguettes, as Ludrovians might say), or was he up to no good?

Chad Beaver grinned even wider at the applause. ‘Gosh-darn, what great folks you are. Have some more money! Roger!’ He gestured to Roger Abbott, who pulled wads of cash from a small bag he carried and flung it behind them. The people dived on the notes with glee. Only one man from the throng, the pot-bellied man – the friend of Delia’s – remained standing, his gaze on Hadley. He wore a khaki baseball cap, camouflage pants and a black shirt, which had ridden up over his belly, and when he saw Hadley watching him he hastily nabbed a note and waved it gleefully, like the others.

Hadley’s dad sidled over to Chad Beaver while the locals were otherwise occupied. He still clutched Mr Beaks’s cage and Hadley now saw the budgerigar had a fan. Standing several metres away was a beige-and-white goat with an intelligent face and a spot over one eye. As she watched, it kicked up its heels. Mr Beaks chirped, ‘Gavin!’ and the goat bleated in response.

Today her dad was wearing a slug-brown T-shirt that said, You know what the loudest pet you can get is? A trumpet.

‘Mr Beaver, this is my Heather’s hair.’ Her dad pressed a damp lock into the billionaire’s palm. Hadley thought she saw a flash of disgust on Chad Beaver’s face as the hair touched his skin, but it was gone before she could be sure. ‘I really appreciate what you’re doing for me and Hads. Bringing my wife – Hadley’s mother – back to us. You’re a good man.’

‘Dad, I—’ Hadley began, but when she looked at her dad’s face she couldn’t bring herself to tell him what she really thought of the plan to clone her mother. ‘Yes. Thank you, Mr Beaver,’ she muttered.

‘Well now, that’s no problem.’ Chad Beaver raised his voice. ‘You know, I just believe in being good to people. If you treat people right, my mama always said, they’ll respond in kind.’

A murmur of appreciation ran through the listening crowd. Behind Hadley, President Nox grunted. ‘Three more days,’ she heard him mutter. ‘Just three more days of listening to this straggly-haired zib, then I’m out of here. The man could use a good coconut shampoo, too.’

Soon after, they arrived in Eryas Town and spent a pleasant couple of hours seeing the sights, Gavin the goat clip-clopping along behind them. Chad Beaver loved everything. He found the cottages delightfully rustic, the cobblestones ankle-breakingly picturesque and the flowers in the window boxes rainbow-coloured gifts of nature. He scratched a stray dog and patted a chubby baby’s head, slipping the pleased mother a wad of cash at the same time. He even went to the same milkshake store Hadley and her friends had attended, trying the cheese-on-toast flavour and declaring it delicious.

Hadley wanted to find something wrong with the man, but she couldn’t.

She found herself walking beside the billionaire back up the hill to Eryas Castle. He was startled when a grasshopper leaped onto his arm, flinging it off before he turned to her.

‘So, Princess, it’s just three sleeps until Goat Day. I’m sure you’re looking forward to spending more time with your father, once he’s no longer busy being king.’ Hadley mumbled something non-committal. ‘These mountains are wonderfully steep, hey?’ he commented, glancing ahead and behind. ‘Shuzz!’ he called, making the sound of a fast car, slashing his hand in a downward motion at the same time.

‘Sorry?’ Hadley’s brow knitted together.

‘Oh, nothing. It’s just that things could really go fast down here, couldn’t they?’ he replied, distracted. ‘I mean, if the trees were cleared away.’

‘Yes, I guess.’

They were silent for a moment.

‘Anyway, it’s been a wonderful day. I’m so gosh-darn excited to be purchasing this country, Hadley.’ Ahead, Roger Abbott held up a tape measure and waved it at Chad Beaver. ‘Ah, excuse me, Princess. There’s something I need to do. Maybe I’ll see you at “afternoon cheese”?’

Hadley opened her mouth to reply, but he’d already stomped off. She fell into step with Inez, who was writing in her notepad as she walked. Hadley glanced at the paper and saw tiny, detailed notes in very neat handwriting. The heading said, Goat Day. She couldn’t read many of the bullet points, though she saw the first. Goat-dancing roster – update daily. The second said, Order lavender-scented hair gel!!!!!

‘Are you very busy planning Goat Day, Inez?’

The woman shrugged. ‘It’s a busy time of year. Especially without the queen here. Goat Day was the one day of the year Queen Beatrix helped to plan. She particularly loved putting on the annual play, which was always the same, a delightful musical called Goats, Goats, Goats and Macarons. Without her, unfortunately, the play had to be cancelled. Plus, there’s the whole purchase-of-Ludrovia-by-a-billionaire element to this year’s Goat Day. So yes, there is much to organise. But I’ll manage.’

‘I’m sure you will.’ Hadley had never been surer of anything in her life.

As they reached the castle wall, Hadley turned around. Most of the locals had melted away and the Council of Seven, Jolon and her dad walked past her and through the castle gates. Chad Beaver and Roger Abbott were where she had left them. She squinted down the hill. What were they doing?

The two men sat beside one another on the track with their hands in the air. As she watched, the billionaire let out a whoop and then slapped an unsmiling Roger on the back. Chad Beaver stood up and did a little jig, then saw her. He halted suddenly and muttered something to Roger, who glanced her way and waved in a too-casual manner. Chad Beaver followed suit. Altogether, they couldn’t have appeared more suspicious.

What on earth was Chad Beaver up to?




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

KIDS IN THE KITCHEN

Felix slurped his hot chocolate. ‘Hot!’ he spluttered, almost spilling it down his front.

Behind him, Zinnia tipped a saucepan of steaming potatoes into a colander and called over her shoulder, ‘Oh, and be careful, they’re hot!’

Lark and Kolt grinned, but Hadley couldn’t raise a smile.

Recess in the kitchens was fast becoming a habit for the four friends. This morning, the place was bustling. Staff raced past carrying trays of fruit or waving spatulas. In the cool room, tubs of Mozzarella and slabs of Haloumi and wedges of Manchego were piled up, while Zinnia and her team hovered over stoves which smelled deliciously of roasted meats and vegetables, on the off chance that Chad Beaver requested a meal that wasn’t just cheese.

‘It’s only two days till Goat Day. We have to find out what Chad Beaver is up to before then,’ Hadley said.

Kolt and Felix shared a glance.

‘But what can we do? I mean, should we even do anything at all?’ Felix asked, hiding a little behind his fringe.

Kolt pulled off his glasses and polished them with the hem of his T-shirt. ‘Yes. I mean, Chad Beaver doesn’t seem so bad, does he? Maybe Jolon did us a favour by selling Ludrovia to a man like him. I know your family are gone, Hadley, and that sucks, but Chad Beaver seems pretty nice. He’s just a cheese-loving billionaire who admires our country and wants to be a part of it. That’s not so terrible, is it?’

‘And, I guess, there is all that money he gave us . . .’ Lark agreed, shrugging apologetically.

Hadley had to admit that what Felix said was true. Good people like the Karters couldn’t afford holidays or washing machines, while Jolon collected thousands of mannequins and let them sit around the castle in creepy piles. The queen hadn’t been a bad ruler, perhaps just out of touch.

Maybe Chad Beaver was the best option?

Hadley sighed.

‘I just don’t trust him,’ she muttered, staring into her half-finished hot chocolate. A marshmallow bobbed and then sank into its murky depths. She turned to her friends. ‘Look, not too long ago my passion led me to study history.’ They knew all about Hadley’s many passions by now. ‘And one thing I learned was that nice people aren’t always what they seem. If Chad Beaver wants to buy Ludrovia, then he has a reason. And I for one don’t trust him.’ She remembered his odd behaviour the previous day; the way he sat on the track with Roger, and his weird shuzz.

‘We want to help, Hadley,’ Lark said. ‘But what can we do? Chad Beaver’s secrets are kept in that cabin on the top of Mt Keller.’

Before Hadley could respond, her attention was caught by the maid, Delia, who had entered the kitchen and stood with the pot-bellied man. Delia gave her an appraising look then walked over to the fruit bowl and selected a banana. She leaned against the bench and peeled it as she watched the group of friends. The man waited nearby, this time in a peaked cap and a suit. Somehow, he had grown a very bushy beard and moustache overnight.

Weird.

‘Did you know, children, that bananas are classified as a berry?’ Delia addressed them in her strange sing-song voice.

‘Yes,’ Hadley responded. ‘Did you know that bananas float in water because they’re less dense in comparison?’

‘Ja-ha, I did.’ Delia tilted her head. ‘Goats love bananas as a treat, you know. But did you realise that goats use the sneeze sound as an alarm? To warn each other of danger?’

‘Actually, no,’ Hadley said, deflating a little. ‘I wasn’t aware of that.’

‘Yes, goats work together. If something needs to be done, they figure out a way to do it.’ The maid paused meaningfully. ‘Even if that thing is high on a mountain.’

Hadley tapped her lip with a finger, thinking about Delia’s words. ‘But goats can climb mountains.’

‘True,’ Delia agreed. ‘Humans need a little help to go so high. From helicopters and the like. Helicopters can fly a person all the way up a mountain in just a matter of minutes.’

Hadley’s heart rate increased. ‘That’s true!’ She bit her lip and closed her eyes.

Gatlin!

Gatlin was the key. Hadley opened her eyes, but Delia and the man had vanished. Lark, Kolt and Felix regarded her with confusion.

‘What in the cat-wailing, horse-prancing world was that about?’ Felix asked. ‘Has that maid gone crazy?’

‘No.’ Hadley grinned. ‘Just the opposite.’ She leaned forward until she saw she had their full attention. ‘So, who wants to take a ride in a helicopter?’




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

GETTING HOT AND SWEATY

Hadley used her lunchbreak to hunt down Gatlin.

She found her at the far end of the terrace, dangling from a metal archway draped with grapevines. Gatlin was doing chin-ups, holding a narrow section of the arch where the foliage had been removed with both hands. As Hadley arrived she heaved herself up, her biceps bulging, until her head peeked over the top of the arch. ‘Ninety-seven,’ Gatlin grunted. She repeated the move. ‘Ninety-eight. Ninety-nine. One hundred.’ She dropped lightly to the ground and flexed her arms. ‘Can I help you, Hadley? Push-ups are next, but they can wait.’

‘Yes. I need to talk to the council.’

Gatlin reached for a towel and wiped the sweat from her arms. Beyond the arch, Hadley now saw a table set for an alfresco lunch. The rest of the Council of Seven were present, a tray of sandwiches before them. At a table nearby, Roger Abbott sat on his own, eating a salad.

‘Fancy a sandwich, my dear?’ Thessaly asked as they approached. ‘We have banana and tuna on brown bread, or peanut butter and olives on white.’

‘Ah, no, thanks. I just ate,’ she lied.

‘So, what did you need, Hadley?’ Gatlin asked.

‘It’s about Chad Beaver. Why would you allow him to buy Ludrovia?’

‘It’s fabamundo, isn’t it?’ Yarrow piped up. A few breadcrumbs and a piece of what appeared to be black olive had lodged in his moustache.

‘No,’ Hadley replied, putting her hands on her hips. ‘It’s not fabamundo, actually. Far from it.’

‘Didn’t you see all that money he flung to the people? What a generous billionaire he is!’ It appeared Chad Beaver was about to replace Jolon as Yarrow’s favourite person.

‘I’m afraid it’s not a matter of allowing him, Hadley,’ Gatlin butted in, her brow wrinkling. ‘Jolon and your father can sign Ludrovia over to him.’

‘But surely there’s something you can do about that?’

‘Why would we want to?’ Yarrow countered, his voice sharpening. ‘It’s a great deal for Ludrovia, Princess.’

‘But how can you trust him? I mean, there must be a contract or a document or something you can check?’

Gatlin glanced over at the paddock and didn’t answer. Hadley followed her gaze, finally noticing that the goats were again on the Great Big Lawn, practising for Goat Day. Hadley hadn’t even heard the music over the loudspeaker or the bleats from the goats or the yells from the trainers. With a start, she realised her dad was among them. Mr Beaks sat on his shoulder. ‘Gavin! Gavin!’ Mr Beaks appeared to be chirping encouragement to his favourite goat, who stood in the front row. Hadley could see the animals had improved. A little. There were fewer hooves flailing and goats sprawled on the grass. Lark and Kolt’s dad, Ryker, was among the trainers. Zinnia the chef was there, too, holding a wooden spoon and waving it threateningly, though the goats appeared entirely unconcerned by her scolding.

Hadley returned her attention to the Council of Seven. Gatlin glanced around, lowering her voice as she answered. ‘Yes, there’s a contract, and I looked at it. Of course I did. But as I said, there’s nothing we can do. If your father, Jolon and Chad Beaver sign the contract, Ludrovia will become the property of the billionaire.’

Hadley clenched her jaw. She’d see about that.

‘And the money? Who gets it?’

‘Ah, well, I’m the council’s financial adviser, Princess,’ Yarrow cut in, ‘so I took a look at the financials. I have to admit they were somewhat . . . hazy. But I trust Jolon and you trust your father, don’t you? I’m sure the money will be distributed fairly. And I have to say that this makes sense for Ludrovia. It may improve our position in Europe and will inject more money into the economy, which can only be a good thing.’ Yarrow sighed dreamily. ‘That Chad Beaver has so much money . . .’

Gatlin crossed her arms and glared at him. ‘Chad Beaver might not be the worst thing, Yarrow, but we don’t have to toady to the man.’ She turned to Hadley. ‘Come on, I’ll walk you back inside before I start my push-ups.’

Hadley’s shoulders slumped as they crossed the terrace. Grey clouds scudded across the sky and the sun disappeared, making her shiver in the sudden chill. Gatlin’s fingers wrapped around her arm. ‘As a Ludrovian, I’m worried, Hadley, but I can’t help you.’ Gatlin’s grip tightened. ‘You’ll need to rely on more than Mr Beaks this time.’ Her voice lowered. ‘I wish he was the legendary Birdbrain.’ She peered up at the mountains with an expression Hadley couldn’t decipher. ‘I came to this country as a child – an orphan. The queen herself took me in and cared for me. I adore Ludrovia. It’s a country of freedom and fresh air, of flowers and family. I wish I could do something to stop this.’

Hadley regarded the woman for a long moment. ‘Actually, Gatlin, there is a way you can help. I need you to be the Birdbrain today.’

‘What? How?’

‘I need your wings.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

A WILD RIDE, A STRONG PILOT AND A SECRET ENTRANCE

‘Jump in, kids, let’s get going.’ The helicopter roared into life.

The four friends looked at one another, eyes shining. Kolt and Felix lifted Lark carefully from her wheelchair and helped her into the machine, storing the wheelchair onboard as well. Soon they were strapped in, headphones on.

‘This is incredible!’ Lark yelled into the mouthpiece. ‘I could get used to travelling by helicopter.’

‘Did you know that the fastest speed reached by a helicopter is four hundred kilometres per hour?’ Hadley asked over the noise.

‘We aren’t going to go that fast, are we, Gatlin?’ Kolt asked, turning green.

‘Not unless Lark wants to.’ Gatlin laughed and lifted them into the air.

They rose quickly over the tree line. Up and up some more. The air grew cooler and the mountains craggier. Kolt and Lark delighted in looking for their home, so far below. They spotted a goat and her two kids frolicking across a field of wildflowers. Gatlin dipped them sharply to have a closer look and they all squealed. Ten minutes later, the helicopter dropped onto the summit of Mt Keller, landing beside an old stone hut. Snow patches dotted the green field and Hadley shivered. From here, the castle below shone white like a beacon, and in the distance she could make out the skyscrapers of Yagos. She returned her gaze to the cabin.

This is it, Hadley thought, feeling both terrified and excited. Now we’ll figure out Chad Beaver’s secret.

She climbed out first and waited as Felix helped Lark onto Kolt’s back. Gatlin shut off the helicopter’s rotor blades and walked around to join them. They eyed off the cabin, which appeared ancient, except for the very modern, extremely large padlock on the door, which was crisscrossed with chains as thick as Hadley’s arm.

‘Man, Chad Beaver really doesn’t want anyone to get in there, does he?’ Felix exclaimed.

‘That’s for sure,’ Lark added, with a doubtful look at the door. ‘I didn’t bring my lock-picks and that lock is enormous. How will we get in? We need the key.’

Hadley’s ears burned. The key. How had she not thought of this? How had she not planned it better? Her friends would think she was stupid.

‘Ah, well.’ Gatlin rubbed her hands together. ‘I can help with that, kids.’

‘You aren’t going to break it open with your bare hands, are you?’ Kolt sounded both scared and impressed.

‘No, no. I used to hike up to this cabin on weekends when I was a little tyke. Just to get out of the castle for a bit, you know?’

Felix stared down at Eryas Castle, a tiny speck far, far below, and raised his eyebrows at Hadley.

‘Follow me,’ Gatlin continued. ‘I’ll show you.’ She led them around the side of the cabin, traipsing through a patch of purple wildflowers, halting at the back corner. ‘Somewhere here . . . yes, here.’ Gatlin bent over and grasped one of the loaf-of-bread-sized bricks near the bottom of the wall. She grunted and heaved and the brick slid free.

‘How did you . . . you did this as a kid?’ Hadley asked, examining Gatlin’s flexed biceps with awe.

Gatlin shrugged, dropped the brick and pulled several more free until there was an opening large enough for the friends to enter. She gestured at the hole. ‘I’ll stand guard. In you go.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

WHEELY GOOD CHEESE

Hadley crouched down and crawled through the gap.

Inside it was dark and musty and her hands were soon gritty with ancient pieces of crumbling mortar. She stood up. Kolt came after her, then turned around to help pull Lark through as Hadley ran her hands along the uneven stones. She hit a corner and soon after her fingers found a switch. She flicked it and the room lit up.

Chad Beaver had obviously not had time to decorate the hut, as the single room contained little more than an empty desk and a chair, a filing cabinet and a narrow bed – which must be where Roger slept when instructed to guard his boss’s briefcase. But there were two items that seemed out of place. The first was a large painting in the centre of one wall. It depicted the Macaron War, a particular battle Hadley recalled Miss Quill vividly teaching them about as thousands of sacks of flour had been spilled, coating the city in white. The painting had been taken from the castle, as Hadley remembered seeing it in the Great Hall days earlier. The second unusual thing was a particularly Chad Beaver–like item. A huge, untouched wheel of cheese – as big as a car tyre – which sat on a table in the corner. The friends shook their heads at the sight of it.

‘Typical,’ Kolt muttered. ‘How’d he get that up here?’

‘That’s just a snack for Chad Beaver,’ Lark said, grinning. Hadley rolled her eyes in agreement, and then they all froze as a sound came from outside the cabin.

‘Maah! Maaaaah!’

The friends held their positions as if they were playing a game of statues.

‘Just a stray goat!’ Gatlin called out from the front of the cabin, where she had moved to keep an eye out. ‘Nothing to worry about!’

Felix finished climbing through the gap as Kolt settled Lark onto the chair behind the desk. Hadley now saw they’d emerged from the cabin’s fireplace, which explained why they were covered in soot. They coughed and spluttered as they dusted it off.

‘Let’s do this before someone comes,’ she said.

Lark began searching through the desk drawers as the others moved around the room. Kolt took the filing cabinet, Felix looked under the bed and between the sheets, while Hadley peered up the chimney and tapped on the walls.

‘Nothing.’ Lark threw up her hands a couple of minutes later.

‘Nothing in the filing cabinet, either, just a few recipes filed under C for cheese – actually, the one for goat’s-cheese souffle sounds amazing – and this envelope.’ Kolt held it up and Hadley saw her name on it in neat handwriting.

‘Can I see that?’ asked Hadley. The end was unsealed, and she pulled it open. Nothing. It was empty. Then Hadley looked closer. A single hair. She plucked it out and put it in her pocket, returning the envelope to Kolt, whose face clouded in confusion. ‘Put it back,’ she muttered. ‘Let him think he’s got my hair.’ She looked around. ‘There’s got to be something else.’

‘Maybe Chad Beaver is just what he seems to be – a Europe-loving, cheese-munching billionaire,’ Felix chimed in.

‘Come on, Hadley,’ Lark added. ‘There’s nothing here. Let’s get back in that chopper!’ She couldn’t keep the glint from her eyes at the thought of the return helicopter ride.

Hadley flopped onto the bed. She thought back to the movie about the feisty CIA agent. When confronted by the bad guy she’d remembered his only weakness – his love for his cat. When the agent broke into his house and kidnapped the cat, the bad guy immediately surrendered. (Hadley had to admit, the ending of the movie was somewhat of a let-down.)

What is Chad Beaver’s weakness?

Hadley’s eyes roamed the almost-empty room, stopping on the enormous untouched wheel of cheese.

Untouched?

Hadley looked more closely at it. When was the last time Chad Beaver had left cheese un-nibbled-on?

She heaved herself up and off the bed and approached the cheese. She sniffed it.

Nothing.

She leaned over and stretched her arms around the wheel. Bracing herself for the weight, she used all her strength and wrenched it from the table.

‘Ah,’ Hadley let out a cry as she stumbled and almost fell backwards to sit on Lark’s lap. ‘It’s not heavy,’ Hadley told her friends. ‘It’s not real!’ She lifted it over her head a couple of times like a weightlifter and the others smiled. She reached out and tapped it with a knuckle.

Bop, bop.

‘It’s hollow!’ Felix said. ‘Let’s see if we can open it.’

Hadley set the cheese wheel onto the bare desk. She lowered her gaze until her eyes were just a finger’s width from the surface and examined it all over. ‘I can’t see anything.’

‘You take one end,’ Felix said. ‘I’ll take the other.’ He grabbed the top of the cheese and Hadley took the bottom half. ‘Go!’

They both gripped the smooth surface as best they could and pulled hard. Nothing happened.

‘Twist it,’ Hadley forced out between grunts, ‘like an Oreo biscuit!’

They each turned a different way, and seconds later the cheese wheel split down the middle. Each was left holding a neat half. Hadley toppled onto Lark’s lap properly this time, while Felix stumbled backwards into the wall before regaining his footing. Onto the floor between them fell a wad of papers. They appeared to be some large sheets of paper folded over several times to fit into the hidden space.

Felix grinned and a rush of adrenaline made Hadley laugh in return.

We found something!

‘Get off me!’ Lark complained, pushing at Hadley. ‘What is it? I can’t see.’

‘Documents,’ Hadley breathed, climbing off Lark’s lap and giving her an apologetic look. ‘They must be important if Chad Beaver has hidden them in a giant cheese wheel, don’t you think?’

‘Let’s see.’ Felix grabbed the square of papers and lifted them onto the desk, the others gathering around. He unfolded them until they covered nearly the entire surface. The white papers were marked with plans and notes in dark-blue ink. It was Kolt who read the heading at the top of the first page.

‘Ludrovialand.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

LUDROVIALAND

‘Ludrovialand? What’s that mean?’

The friends turned to one another in concern. Hadley focused again on the topmost page.

It appeared to be a map of Ludrovia. She could see the mountains to the north of Eryas Castle, and a neat drawing of the castle itself, though it was marked on the map as Eryas Food Court and Ye Olde Fondue Restaurant.

Strange.

The mountains had been drawn in 3D to show their height and breadth, and Hadley saw that long lines followed the contours of a number of them. An underlined heading nearby read: Rollercoasters.

Hadley sucked in a breath. Her eyes widened like Jolon’s did when Mr Beaks flapped towards his head. She pictured Chad Beaver and Roger Abbott seated on the track on the mountainside the previous day, their hands in the air. The excited sound he’d made when he described the slope of the mountain. Shuzz!

He was imagining a rollercoaster running down the mountainside!

Hadley’s scalp prickled. Her finger followed the path from the castle to Eryas Town – though on this map the town had been labelled VIP Boutique Luxury Cabins. She stabbed her finger back towards the airport and found Yagos. It read Yagos.

Well, that’s something, I guess. Hadley let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding in. But then she bent down and saw in small print below the city name was a note: High-rise accommodation to be built for Ludrovian staff, four persons to each room. (Note for builders: unimportant dwellings. Use cheap materials.)

‘It’s a theme park!’ She looked at her friends, their faces creased in confusion. ‘Ludrovialand! Chad Beaver plans to turn this country into a theme park!’

Kolt broke into a nervous smile. ‘Like Disneyland, you mean? With rollercoasters and rides and parades?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Maybe that’s a good thing? I mean, a theme park is fun, right?’

Hadley ignored him and flicked to the next page. It showed the rollercoasters in more detail. It appeared people would sit two-abreast in small carriages designed to look like cheese wheels or wedges. Sketches showed that hundreds – maybe thousands – of trees would be cut down. The mountains would be nothing but bare grass, crisscrossed with thick metal rollercoaster tracks.

She turned the page. Now there were artist drawings of Eryas Town – sorry, VIP Boutique Luxury Cabins – and Hadley could see that all the houses in the village were to be gutted and fitted out like fancy hotel rooms. The labelled rooms included some items she hadn’t heard of before (what was a bidet?) and other things she knew but couldn’t understand the need for – balcony swimming pools, heated toilet-roll holders, a disco ball in every toilet. Heat rushed through her when she saw that the houses would have their washing machines removed. Washing to be done by Ludrovian staff as required, the note said.

The friends remained silent as they flipped over to the next page and read about how Eryas Castle was to become a giant food court – with hot dogs fit for kings and queens – and the top floor would be a fondue restaurant seating two thousand people. Every diner gets a giant soda in a crown-shaped plastic cup ABSOLUTELY FREE.

‘He’ll destroy the mountains, throw people out of their homes . . .’ Hadley said. ‘I mean, really – giant sodas in crown-shaped cups?!’

Kolt stepped back to lean against the stone wall. Felix and Lark blinked as though confronted with something unimaginable – like Zinnia refusing to make them a hot chocolate at recess.

The last page was the worst. It detailed the fate of the Ludrovians in the new Ludrovialand. Drawings showed dozens of grey skyscrapers pressing up close to one another. There were few windows, no balconies (certainly no swimming-pool balconies) and a bus stop had been marked nearby with a note that read, Buses to transport Ludrovians to work and back (eighteen-hour working day minimum for ALL employees).

But it was the words at the bottom of the last page that were the final straw. Lark’s face paled even further as she pointed to the list with a shaking finger.

Things Ludrovialand Will No Longer Require

1.Books.

2.Libraries.

3.Anyone unwilling or unable to work at

Ludrovialand.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAD BEAVER IS THE WORST

The friends looked at one another in horror.

‘What work will they make us do?’ Lark whispered. ‘What if we can’t do it?’ She hesitated. ‘Will they kick us out of our homes?’

‘Surely not,’ Hadley said, forcing her voice to be steady as she slipped an arm around the distraught girl’s shoulders. ‘We’ll stop Chad Beaver before any of this happens, don’t worry.’ But her stomach twisted like the stupid rollercoasters in the blueprints as she remembered Chad Beaver’s face when he’d looked at beautiful Lark. In Hadley’s head, she added something to her own list. 


HADLEY BOGGS’S LEAST FAVOURITE

THINGS IN THE WORLD

1. President Jolon Nox.

2. Chad Beaver, the Traitor.



It was then they heard it. The unmistakable sound of a helicopter.

‘What? How? Another helicopter?’ Felix asked, trying to peer around the door, but it was far too solid, the gaps too small. ‘Gatlin?’ he called, but the chop-chopping of the helicopter was so loud he couldn’t hear if she had responded.

Suddenly, the sound stopped. Silence.

‘Gatlin!’ Hadley started at the voice. It was Chad Beaver. And he was right outside the door. ‘What are you doing up here, missy? I searched the castle looking for you! I had to get Roger Rabbit to find me a spare helicopter. It was plum annoying.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Beaver. I was just doing some maintenance on the hut for you.’

‘Well, I’m not happy. I don’t enjoy flying with Roger Rabbit, Gatlin. He’s out of practice. Actually, I feel a little queasy.’

‘You sit, sir. I’ll grab a bottle of water for you. My pack’s around the BACK.’ She emphasised the last word, no doubt as a hint for the group.

‘We have to get out of here,’ Hadley whispered to the others. Her pulse raced. What would the billionaire do if he caught them looking at his secret plans? She leaned forward and began to fold up the papers as quietly as she could. Felix helped from his side of the desk.

There was a shuffling sound from outside the door, then muffled cursing. ‘Roger Rabbit! Bring me the key, would you? I left it in the helicopter. Gatlin has wandered off and I’m a little woozy, thanks to you.’

Felix and Hadley pressed the cheese wheel back together and Felix set it on the table. They moved quickly to the fireplace. Felix went first, helping Lark, then Kolt and finally Hadley.

‘I didn’t think he’d find the old helicopter,’ Gatlin apologised as they slipped outside. ‘I didn’t even know it still worked.’ She began to shove the bricks into place while the friends dusted more soot from themselves.

When she was nearly done, Hadley put her hand on Gatlin’s arm. ‘Leave the last brick.’ Gatlin nodded her understanding and Hadley knelt down, staring through the small gap.

‘You left the light on!’ She heard Chad Beaver yell as he entered the cabin through the front door, adding, ‘dufus’ under his breath. ‘You can take that nasty old chopper back to the castle, Roger. I’ll fly down with Gatlin. If she ever shows her face again,’ he added in a mutter. The door slammed.

Hadley sighed with relief. She could hear Chad Beaver clearly through the gap. Seconds later, the Texan – a flash of grey pinstripes – crossed the sliver of the room she could see. She heard something clatter onto the desk and then a pwoof sound as he flopped onto the chair.

‘Now, what was I doing? Oh yes, I remember now.’ A groan as Chad Beaver stood up again. There was a shuffling sound, a little more grunting, then the grey pinstripes passed across Hadley’s line of sight again and she caught a glimpse of the yellow cheese wheel in Chad Beaver’s arms. She stiffened. He was doing something with the blueprints. Now he stood in front of the painting, regarding it with a tilted head. ‘You are really very ugly,’ he told it before he put the cheese down, grabbed each side of the painting and lifted it from the wall, then set it on the floor with a grunt.

Hadley could see a hole had been gouged into the stone and a safe installed, with a keypad on the front of it. Chad Beaver was going to lock his evidence away where no-one could get to it.

‘Now. Let’s change this password,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure I can trust Roger Rabbit anymore. If I ever could!’

Hadley peered forward, but the billionaire blocked her view of the keypad. Several beeps sounded. A pause. More beeps. ‘OK, done.’ Chad Beaver bent over and twisted the cheese wheel in two, removed the blueprints and placed them into the safe. ‘That’s better. What a disaster it would be if they fell into the wrong hands!’ He chuckled as he pulled the heavy safe door shut with a thud. ‘Now, nothing can stop me.’

Hadley closed her eyes.

The billionaire put the now-empty cheese wheel back together then walked over to the table and set it in place, before striding to the safe again. Hadley watched him lift the painting carefully and settle it onto the wall. ‘There.’ He spoke to it. ‘You’ll do for now. But I’ll replace you with a tasteful painting later. Or maybe I’ll visit the Louvre and buy myself something pretty. Perhaps a Monet? Yes. A Monet. That would be perfect. Just two more days, Chadley Amos Jackson Beaver the Third.’

Hadley shivered.

‘Goat Day is in two days. Then Ludrovialand will be all mine.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

A GERM OF AN IDEA

Gatlin slipped the final brick into position.

‘I’ll need to take Chad Beaver back down the mountain,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll have to hurry and see if you can catch Roger Abbott. Get him to take you home.’ When they didn’t move she spoke more loudly, ‘Hurry!’

The sound of the helicopter starting up was the kick up the pants they needed. With Lark on Kolt’s back again, they raced towards the front of the hut. Parked beside the official Ludrovian helicopter – a gleaming machine with shiny paintwork and the royal goat insignia – sat a beat-up-looking helicopter with peeling paint and one chipped window. Roger was perched in the pilot’s seat looking nervous and unhappy. Hadley wasn’t keen to ride in something that looked like it might fall apart mid-air, but she was even less thrilled at the prospect of walking back down the mountain.

‘Roger! Wait for us!’ She waved at him as Felix fetched Lark’s wheelchair from the better helicopter. Roger’s mouth dropped open. After several moments he managed to close it, motioning for them to climb on board. ‘What are you kids doing here?’ he yelled over the wump-wump.

‘Um. We followed a goat up the mountain and got lost. Can you take us home?’

He frowned, obviously not believing her. ‘Strap in, then, if you can find any seatbelts that work.’

Hadley’s had to be tied in a knot, but they were soon ready and Roger lifted them bumpily into the air. The trip back was quiet, partly because this helicopter was unbelievably noisy, almost as if some parts were missing, and partly because the friends were too terrified to do anything except hold on tight.

When they were back on solid ground, they thanked Roger and rushed away while he was still pressing buttons. After they’d helped Lark back into her wheelchair and made their way into the castle, Hadley told them what she’d seen Chad Beaver doing in the hut.

‘But no-one will believe us,’ Hadley concluded in a dull voice. ‘Chad Beaver just locked away our only evidence of his perfidy.’

Perfidy. She’d learned this word in their latest classroom discussion of the Macaron War of 1786 and it applied perfectly to Chad Beaver.


PERFIDY: THE STATE OF BEING

DECEITFUL AND UNTRUSTWORTHY.



‘And everyone loves Chad Beaver,’ Kolt added glumly.

‘Yes,’ Felix said. ‘Imagine us telling people that the billionaire who threw money at them actually wants to force them to work at his theme park.’

‘But what if we can’t work?’ Lark asked, her face ashen. ‘Or what if we just don’t want to? Hadley, what do you expect he’ll do with us?’

Hadley stopped and turned to Lark. She spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel, not even a little bit. ‘Nothing, Lark. We won’t let him do anything, alright?’

‘But they’re going to sign those documents in less than two days, Hadley. After that it’ll be too late.’ Felix dropped his voice as they passed a couple of members of the Council of Seven, deep in discussion as they strolled along. ‘We’ll be crammed together in high-rise buildings while rich tourists live in our homes!’

Hadley started walking again. ‘No. I won’t let that happen. We’ll work something out.’

They continued in silence.

‘I didn’t even get a look at the code to the safe,’ she muttered. The feisty CIA agent would have found a way to watch Chad Beaver enter the code then returned later to open it. Hadley dragged her feet, wondering how she’d ever thought someone like her would be clever and brave enough to save Ludrovia.

Two days.

It wouldn’t be enough.

Chad Beaver really is the worst, Hadley grumbled to herself. And soon he’d be in charge of the whole country. Rollercoasters filled with tourists would screech up and down the mountains, every one of them with a giant soda in their hands. Eryas Castle would have that stale, kind-of-farty smell of over-cooked hot dogs, and small children would smear ice-cream onto the throne as they had their picture taken by doting parents.

They arrived at the terrace, the sunny day over-bright, its brilliance only highlighting their despair. Hadley smelled the wildflowers, breathed in the crisp air. It wasn’t fair. Chad Beaver would destroy Ludrovia, then be free to wander around, eating Emmental and Pecorino willy-nilly while Ludrovians worked their fingers to the bone for him.

She glanced around, spotting Roger Abbott enjoying a break from his boss, still looking rather sweaty after their terrifying helicopter ride. He sat in the same place as he had at lunchtime, staring glumly at an untouched apple on the table in front of him. She felt sorry for him. It would be Roger’s job to trail behind the billionaire, being called a dufus, carrying the man’s briefcase, no doubt sliding fresh cheese sticks in next to the laptop every morning . . .

‘Wait!’ Hadley spun around, almost knocking Felix over.

The laptop.

The laptop that was in the briefcase that Chad Beaver never let out of his sight.

Unless Roger Abbott had it.

She watched Roger pick up his apple and take a small bite from the fruit, hearing the crunch even from that distance. She smiled.

‘I have an idea, guys. I think I know how we can prove what Chad Beaver is up to.’




CHAPTER THIRTY

CHOO-CHOO!

Hadley had a plan, but before putting it into action she needed to talk to her dad.

She found him in his old room, which had obviously not been changed even a tiny bit since he was a child. The bed was a single, with a cartoon goat on the doona cover. On the walls were pictures of the Eiffel Tower and tropical beaches, and a couple of bands she’d never heard of, their haircuts old-fashioned and comical. The pile of books on his bedside table appeared to be a mix of travel guides and paperbacks about making money. It was the room of a boy becoming a teenager, and she could see a little bit of her dad in everything in it.

Her dad sat cross-legged on the floor. Spread out around him were dozens of toy trains.

‘Choo-choo!’

He chugged one across the carpet, not even noticing her come in. Hadley smiled to see Mr Beaks riding atop the little carriage, chirping merrily.

‘Dad! That looks like fun! Can I play?’

Her dad glanced up, startled, then grinned.

‘Of course, Hads. Join me. Here, you take this one. The Frolicking Goat. It was my favourite when I was a little tacker.’

Hadley saw the trains were all actually royal Ludrovian trains, with an official goat flag on one side and their name on the other. Each train was a different shade of brown. She sat down and picked up The Frolicking Goat.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘I’ll have The Camembert Express.’ He grabbed another train and they zoomed them around on the floor for five blissful, peaceful minutes, the only sounds their laughter and choo-chooing and the chattering of Mr Beaks.

But eventually, Hadley sighed, reluctantly putting her train to one side. ‘Dad, I need to tell you something.’

‘Of course, Hads. Choo-choo! All aboard!’

‘It’s serious.’

‘OK.’ He took his hand off the train and looked at her.

‘It’s about Chad Beaver.’

Hadley didn’t want to reveal everything to her dad. Gatlin and her friends might get into trouble if she told him about the breaking and entering and pulling apart giant fake cheese wheels owned by billionaires.

‘I found out something.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Chad Beaver is going to turn Ludrovia into a theme park and make everyone who lives here work for him.’

‘Oh.’ Her dad looked appropriately stunned. He thought for a minute, then spoke. ‘Well, I mean that’s not really so bad, though, is it? I mean, they’ll have jobs and food and theme parks are fun. Kind of like the Big Pineapple we have in Australia.’

‘But, Dad, that’s not the point. See—’

‘Hads.’ Her dad looked serious for once. ‘I told you how unnecessary I was to the royal household when I was little, when I lived here.’ He gestured at his room. ‘But with this sale, and Mr Beaver’s help, I’ll finally be useful. I’ll be able to provide for you and even bring your mum back. It’s a second chance for me, love.’

‘But, Dad—’ she tried again.

‘Besides, Hads, I’ve already asked Mr Beaks if the sale of Ludrovia should go ahead, and he said yes.’ He put a hand on hers. ‘Mr Beaks has never led me astray. I trust him.’

The look on her dad’s face made a lump rise in her throat. She couldn’t do this to him, couldn’t tell him how she’d been deceiving him. She’d have to fix this without his help.

‘Of course. You’re right, Dad.’ Hadley smiled. ‘This isn’t the time to doubt ourselves.’ With one last longing look at the trains, she stood up and turned away. As she walked out the door, she spoke quietly under her breath. ‘It’s time for me to step up.’ A shiver ran through her.

‘It’s time to save Ludrovia.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

ASKING A RABBIT FOR HELP

Hadley loitered by the door to the terrace the following morning just before lunchtime, hoping to catch Roger again.

She was missing yet more school, which was particularly annoying since Miss Quill’s telling of the Macaron War had reached an exciting battle involving stolen strawberries and a secret underground tunnel out of Yagos.

Today, Chad Beaver had gone to the cabin with Gatlin again. Probably working out where to put a Ferris Wheel or a waterslide or even a super-sized toilet block, Hadley thought bitterly. After twenty minutes, she saw Roger walking briskly towards her. She stuck out a hand holding a recyclable cup. ‘Have you tried one of Zinnia’s famous hot chocolates yet?’

He leaped back as if she’d thrown it at him. Not that he would have been too seriously injured, as the beverage was rapidly cooling.

‘Princess,’ he stammered. ‘You scared me!’

‘I’m sorry, Roger Abbott.’ Hadley pronounced Chad Beaver’s assistant’s name with the utmost care, rolling her tongue carefully around the syllables to ensure her words could not be mistaken for the cute fluffy animal that hopped around cheerfully but that annoyed Roger Abbott so much. ‘I have a spare hot chocolate. Would you like it?’

‘Um, sure.’

‘You won’t regret it. My friends and I reckon Zinnia’s cocoas are better than the Ecuadorians, and theirs take two and a half days to make.’

He took a sip and nodded as she watched him drink. ‘It’s good. Thank you.’ He walked past, moving at a remarkably swift pace. He and Inez would make a good pair.

‘Can I join you?’ Hadley jogged alongside him as he headed outside. The day was cloudy and there was a chill in the air, but it didn’t seem to deter Roger.

He gave her a sideways glance. ‘Um, I guess.’ They sat at a table overlooking the Great Big Lawn, where the goats appeared to be on a break. Most of them were nibbling at bales of hay scattered to one side of the lawn. Hadley wondered if the animals had improved enough to dance on Goat Day. She couldn’t imagine it. The last time she watched them practise a trampoline had been involved, leading to all manner of tumbles and bleats and at least one bandaged furry leg.

Roger pulled out his salad and began to eat. ‘How do you like Ludrovia, Roger? Will you stay here when Chad Beaver takes over?’

‘Yes,’ he grumbled between bites. ‘He needs me, apparently. I’ll be extremely busy, I’m sure.’

‘Really? I thought he wasn’t planning on making many changes to Ludrovia?’ Hadley asked, sipping her own cocoa, her eyes on his face.

Roger swallowed slowly, as if a cherry tomato had become stuck in his throat. ‘Um, yes. That’s true. But you know Mr Beaver well enough by now to see how much he relies on me.’ His eyes shifted from hers.

‘Mmm,’ Hadley said. Roger was lying. He knew everything. She scratched at her cup with a fingernail. ‘Have you talked to Inez yet?’

‘No,’ he said too quickly. ‘Why would I?’

‘Oh, no reason. It’s just that I was talking to her the other day and I think you guys would really get along. You’re both so . . . good at what you do.’

Roger Abbott puffed out his chest, just a little. ‘Really? You think we’d get along?’

‘For sure.’

He stuck his fork into his salad, apparently searching for a slice of cucumber, as he finally speared one and began chewing. ‘I’m not very good at talking to pretty girls,’ he mumbled.

‘Really?’ Hadley pretended to look shocked. ‘Why not? You’re not only a very good assistant to a billionaire, you’ve got great . . .’ she searched for what to say, ‘cheekbones . . . and lovely kind eyes. I’m sure Inez would enjoy talking to you. Getting to know you.’ She leaned over and lowered her voice. ‘I saw her watching you, the other day in the conservatory. You should talk to her.’

He smiled, but it faded immediately. ‘I couldn’t just walk up to someone like her and say hello.’

Hadley sat back. ‘What if I said I could get you on goat-dance duty at the same time as Inez? That would give you a chance to talk to her.’

‘You could do that? You’d do that for me?’

‘Of course. The two o’clock session today.’

His brow furrowed. ‘But what would I talk to her about?’

‘Cats,’ Hadley said without hesitation. ‘And stationery. But concentrate on cats.’ A furball of her own lodged in her throat as a thought hit her. ‘You do like cats, don’t you?’

‘I do, actually. I adore cats.’ Phew. His eyes brightened as he looked past her. ‘I’ve always wanted a cat, you know, but Chad Beaver never let me have one. He’s very allergic, you see.’

Hadley turned her head to follow his gaze and saw a pair of goat kids chasing one another for fun across the lawn, bleating wildly, legs kicking in the air with each step. When she returned to Roger, she found him regarding her with a razor-sharp gaze, his head tilted to one side.

‘What do you want from me in return?’ he asked.

‘Why would I want something from you?’

‘In my experience, people always do. Usually they want Chad Beaver’s time, or his money.’ He said it without being angry. Hadley wished she could assure him she wasn’t like that. But she was. Shame hit her in the guts, but she had no choice.

‘Ludrovialand.’

He lowered his gaze, studying a lettuce leaf with a whole lot more interest than a lettuce leaf should ever be given. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘I think you do.’

Silence.

‘Chad Beaver is going to destroy this country, Roger.’

He looked up, sorrow in his gaze. ‘I know.’

‘I can’t let him. I need you to help me stop him.’

Roger broke out into an immediate sweat. ‘Stop Chad Beaver? I can’t do that! He scares me!’ His body tensed.

‘I just need the computer in his briefcase.’ Hadley spoke in soothing tones, like when she tried to tell her dad that Beryl the cow couldn’t be using binoculars to spy on him, as she had no hands with which to hold them to her eyes. ‘If you can give it to me tonight, I’ll get it back to you first thing in the morning. Chad Beaver will never even know it was missing.’ She paused. ‘Everything I need will be on that computer, won’t it, Roger?’

‘I don’t know.’ But the quiver in his voice and the way he concentrated on that lettuce leaf gave him away. He finally met her gaze and Hadley felt a twist in her guts at the fear she saw in his eyes. ‘Look, even if I could get the briefcase to you, Chad has a password. Even I don’t know what that is.’

‘I’ll figure it out.’ How hard could it be?

Roger began to tear the lettuce leaf into shreds. He’d made a small pile on the table before he lifted his head. His chin trembled when he spoke. ‘Fine. Chad’s having dinner with Jolon and your father tonight to go over the program for tomorrow. I’ll be there to take notes. Afterwards, he’ll ask me to take the briefcase and sleep with it attached to my arm by handcuffs. But he’s grown used to me being too scared to challenge him, so he won’t check on me in the night like he used to. Meet me in the kitchen at midnight and you’ll have till morning to return it.’

Hadley let out her breath. ‘Thank you, Roger.’

‘Don’t thank me yet. Remember it’s Goat Day tomorrow and if Chad, your father and Jolon sign that final document in front of the crowd the deal will be done and there’ll be nothing more you can do about it.’

A chill ran through Hadley as the wind rose, its cold fingers reaching down her neck to give her goosebumps. Roger regarded her with dark eyes.

‘Ludrovialand starts tomorrow.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

HACKING IS HARD

‘You have six hours.’ Roger was a man-shape in the dark kitchen, the white of his eyes caught by a beam of moonlight shining from the nearby window.

At midnight, the staff had only just finished up. They’d return in a few hours to start all over again; baking bread, making pastries and chopping vegetables for soups and stews to feed the entire castle. Empty, the kitchen seemed larger than usual, unnaturally hushed. The smell of hot oil lingered beneath cleaning products.

‘Thanks so much, Roger. You’re doing the right thing.’ Hadley whispered the words and she saw Roger nod. Sweat beaded across his cheeks, and when he handed her the briefcase its handle was damp, too. But before she could reassure Roger that she’d have the laptop back to him in no time, he’d melted away into the darkness.

The briefcase was heavy. Hadley allowed herself a moment of smugness for having got her hands on it, and although she still felt bad for pressuring Roger into helping her, she consoled herself that at least she’d managed to get him talking to Inez. It hadn’t been difficult to add Roger’s name to the goat-dancing roster, which was posted on a whiteboard outside the kitchen each morning. Inez had no doubt been pleased to have the extra set of hands. Hadley had ducked out of class on the pretext of going to the toilet soon after 2 pm and had been thrilled to see Roger and Inez standing together, surrounded by dancing goats. It appeared that Inez had her phone out, Roger nodding shyly as she scrolled – probably showing him photos of Doodle and Bug. At least one good thing had come of all this.

Hadley retraced her steps as fast as she dared through the echoing corridors. The statues and suits of armour appeared larger and more menacing now that she was alone, the hallways lit only by flickering iron sconces on the walls. Once, she thought she heard footsteps and halted, her breath catching, beating in her throat like Mr Beaks’s wings. Silence. But when she resumed walking, Hadley was sure the footsteps echoed behind her again and she picked up her pace, half jogging back to her room.

With relief, she pushed the door open, then froze in the doorway.

‘Pillow fight!’ Lark yelled, veering towards her in her wheelchair and whacking Hadley around the waist with a soft pillow. Her usually neat, straight hair was a bird’s nest, her pale face flushed, her eyes bright. Suddenly, the fear and worry inside Hadley slipped away, and a flash of joy bloomed in her chest. Her friends – who as far as their parents knew were staying in the castle for a sleepover before Goat Day, though they were really here to help her hack into Chad Beaver’s computer – were a blur of leaping, shrieking figures. Hadley had never had a pillow fight with anyone before. Neither her dad nor Mr Beaks made suitable playmates for such games. A laugh escaped her as she watched Felix jump down from Hadley’s now very messy bed to attack Lark, who squealed and wheeled away to a safe distance.

‘That’s enough, you guys.’ Kolt dropped his pillow. His glasses were all wonky, and he straightened them and then his striped pyjamas. ‘Hadley’s got the computer. We don’t have time to waste.’

‘Kolt’s right,’ Hadley said, walking past him with the briefcase. She dumped it on the far side of the bed then picked up his dropped pillow and began walloping him over the head. ‘Pillow fight!’ she hollered. Within seconds, they were at it again and several minutes later she called, ‘I surrender!’ and fell backwards onto the bed. Her stomach ached from laughter and her chest heaved.

Felix sat down beside her. ‘I wouldn’t mess with you if I found you in a dark corridor,’ he said. ‘You’re pretty dangerous with a pillow!’

Hadley smiled and sat up. The others joined her on the bed. She unclipped the briefcase and there it was.

Chad Beaver’s laptop.

Beside it were several small ziplock bags containing cheese, as well as a slim silver pen with ‘Chadley’ engraved into the side of it. The shiny laptop was also engraved with the billionaire’s name. Hadley opened it and the screen came to life. A box in the centre of the black screen asked for Chadley Amos Jackson Beaver the Third’s password. Hadley pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. She needed the correct password to see what was inside the laptop. Unfortunately, she had no clue what that might be. She started typing in anything she thought the billionaire might use for a password, the others calling out their suggestions occasionally.

Cheese. Cheddar. Password. Gruyere. I love cheese. Ludrovialand. Chad Beaver. The Beavester. Rollercoaster. Theme Park. Roquefort. Cheese123. Chadley Amos Jackson Beaver the Third. Cheesecheesecheese. Stinkycheese.

Nothing.

‘What will we do now, Hadley?’ Felix asked. ‘How can we find evidence to convince the people if we can’t open the laptop?’

‘This was just phase one,’ Hadley said, her fingers crossed that confidence was the key to computer hacking. ‘I’ll start hacking into the laptop now.’

She jumped off the bed and grabbed the stack of books from her desk. She’d found them in the library earlier that day. Hacking for Beginners. Computer Hacking for Dummies. So, You Want to Take Over the World? Computer Hacking is the Answer. And the one she was most excited to begin with, Computer Hacking – It’s Really Pretty Easy.

‘Don’t worry, guys. Computer hacking just became my number-two new passion, right behind my number-one passion – exposing Chad Beaver for the terrible country-destroying billionaire that he is.’

‘Well, I’ll be on snacks,’ Lark said, wheeling over to a table laid out with lollies and chips.

‘I’ll find some music to help motivate you,’ Kolt added.

Felix lay back on the bed. ‘I have so much faith in you, Hadley, that I think I’ll just have a little nap. Wake me when you finish, OK?’

Hadley opened Computer Hacking – It’s Really Pretty Easy to page one and started to read. Four hours later, the screen in front of Hadley was black and filled with green words like RUN, ELSE IF, ENTRY DENIED, ENCRYPT, RETRY, and lots of { and } symbols. There was a whole section where she’d typed zeroes and ones and given herself a severe headache.

It looked impressive, Hadley thought as she sat up and stretched her back, but she was no closer to unlocking the computer than she had been four hours ago. Computer hacking was hard, not easy, no matter what that book title promised. Finally, at the bottom of the screen, she’d just typed PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE and hoped for a miracle.

Nothing.

She glanced around the room. Felix hadn’t moved and Lark was asleep in her wheelchair, her head tipped back, occasionally making a snorting snore. Kolt had kept her company the longest, but he’d finally dropped off an hour earlier and now lay spreadeagled on the floor. She sighed. They might rest, but Hadley was wide awake. She bent her head over the screen.

She had to crack this computer.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

A BIG, FAT DISAPPOINTMENT

Knock, knock, knock!

Hadley was engrossed in code, zeroes and ones sliding through her brain. At the sound of loud rapping on the door, she jumped.

Beside her, Felix groaned and stirred. ‘Wha . . .  ?’ he mumbled. The pounding made him groan again. ‘Coming,’ he muttered, and the bed dipped and shook as he climbed off it.

Footsteps and the click of a door. ‘Princess! It’s almost 9 am!’

What?

It was Goat Day. She’d failed.

She hadn’t been able to get the evidence she needed.

Roger Abbott slipped past Felix and stood at the foot of the bed. He glanced at Kolt and Lark, both of whom were stretching and sleep fuddled. Roger moved impatiently from foot to foot, running a hand through his messy hair. Somewhat strangely, for a usually well-groomed man, he wore the same clothes he’d worn the day before.

Hadley pressed some keys on the laptop, knowing she had no choice but to return the computer to Roger or he’d be in trouble with Chad. She let out a relieved sigh when the password screen appeared as it should. She hadn’t changed anything. She closed the laptop. ‘What happened to you? I thought you needed this at 6 am?’

‘I did. I do.’ He spoke rapidly. Lark wheeled closer, wiping some saliva from the corner of her mouth and yawning loudly, but Roger didn’t even notice. ‘I was supposed to tidy up some documents for Chad this morning, you know, add some graphs and a few clip-art images of cheese wedges, but I haven’t and oh, I guess I’ll have to distract him with other Goat Day matters, and oh there was that ordering I was supposed to do, but it wasn’t really important anyway, just typical Chad things like buying extra Mozzarella and Brie, but I mean he has so much Camembert and Emmental already and aren’t all cheeses similar anyway and he’ll never realise and—’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ Hadley interrupted. ‘It’s OK, Roger. The computer is all here, ready to go.’

‘Thanks. I have to give it to Chad in . . . seventeen minutes.’ He picked up the laptop and Hadley saw short grey hairs stuck all over the black jumper and pants he wore.

‘Roger . . . are those cat hairs?’

Kolt and Felix walked over to have a look, and Roger glanced down and brushed uselessly at them, then reddened. ‘Well, yes.’ He smiled shyly at Hadley. ‘I went to Inez’s apartment last night. Her rooms are beside the president’s. There are lots of purple cushions. Inez wanted me to meet Doodle and Bug.’ His expression softened and his eyes closed.

‘And?’ Hadley asked after a moment, impatient.

‘Oh, we talked all night, Princess, sitting up at the kitchen table. Doodle slept on my lap, hence the grey hairs. Inez said he doesn’t like most people, but he liked me.’ He blushed again.

‘It must be serious if Inez let you meet her cats.’

‘I think it is . . .’ Roger trailed off, then seemed to remember the situation. ‘I’ll have to go and change before I see Chad Beaver or the hairs will set his allergies off and he’ll make me pay for that . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘So, did you get what you wanted?’

Hadley exhaled. ‘No. It was all a big waste of time. Now there’s no hope to save the country from becoming a theme park.’ She looked at the faces of her friends and Roger. They had trusted that Hadley knew what she was doing. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve let you all down.’

Lark wheeled closer. In her hand was a packet of mixed lollies, which she was apparently eating for breakfast. ‘Don’t be silly, Hadley,’ she said, her voice garbled over the lollies. It turned out Lark had a very sweet tooth. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘Lark’s right,’ Felix added. ‘You did your best. And Chad Beaver’s not signing the document till the two o’clock ceremony. Maybe we’ll figure something out by then. But for now, we should show our faces at the Goat Day festivities. Otherwise, he might get suspicious.’

Kolt brushed the curls from his forehead, but he didn’t add any encouraging words and he wouldn’t meet Hadley’s eye. Roger took the computer and left, telling them he’d be busy with Chad Beaver all day but that he might see them later.

Felix wandered over and began to argue light-heartedly with Lark about the division of lollies. Apparently, she never shared the red ones, as they were the best.

While they were talking, Hadley addressed Kolt. ‘What is it, Kolt? Are you angry with me?’ She hated the thought that her friends would be disappointed in her.

‘Not angry, Hadley,’ he said, finally meeting her eyes with his own pale-blue ones. ‘I’m worried.’ He gazed at his sister. ‘I’ve seen how Chad Beaver looks at Lark, like she can’t pull her weight, that she’s not good enough. What will he do if she can’t work the eighteen-hour days at Ludrovialand? I’m scared for her. And not just for her. I mean, what about old Naya who works for Zinnia in the kitchens? She comes in every day and Zinnia gives her a simple job like peeling potatoes or podding beans. She sits in her comfortable chair in the corner and chats to Jaer and Kenji and the young staff as they walk past. Naya is almost totally blind. She needs a cane to walk. What sort of job will Chad Beaver find for her? How could she work eighteen hours a day?’ Kolt swallowed, then lowered his voice. ‘And what if Naya and Lark – or any of us – can’t do what he wants them to? Or what if we just don’t want to? What then?’

‘I don’t know, Kolt. But I’ll think of something. I swear.’ Hadley watched Lark and Felix wrestling over a red snake. ‘I’ll figure it out.’

She had five hours, no plan and no clue what to do.

‘We’re in hot tea now, aren’t we, Hadley?’

‘If you mean hot water, then, yes,’ Hadley sighed, ‘we really are.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES

Hadley trudged after her friends out to the Great Big Lawn, which had been transformed into a giant fun fair for Goat Day.

Lark took a program and map from a barefooted Thessaly at the gate. The weather was perfect; sunny but not too hot. Musicians competed with one another to be heard over the staticky loudspeaker announcing upcoming events, while laughter and squeals added further joyful punctuation to the carnival atmosphere. The air smelled of fondue and frying oil and cinnamon, and Hadley’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten breakfast, and her dinner the previous night had consisted primarily of lollies. Hadley glanced at the crowds jammed onto the Great Big Lawn. It seemed all of Ludrovia was present.

Her friends, even Kolt, cheered up as soon as they stepped onto the freshly mown grass, but Hadley couldn’t shake her worries. She felt as hollow and crushed as one of the mannequins on the very bottom of the pile in Jolon’s collection room. She couldn’t stop thinking about how the day would end – with Ludrovia under the control of a rollercoaster-loving billionaire who planned to turn its citizens into worker bees.

Lark jabbed her with an elbow and pointed. It was the clown troupe Hadley had seen before, tumbling and leapfrogging over one another. An orange-haired clown pulled an endless length of coloured scarves from his top pocket, while a smaller clown squirted the others with a novelty bow tie. Then the whole lot climbed into a tiny car and drove off, hanging out the windows, silk scarves in their gloved hands. A familiar honking laugh drew Hadley’s attention. She saw Delia jumping up and down, her wig askew again, clapping her hands in delight.

There was no way Hadley could enjoy the festivities. She was too worried about Chad Beaver’s plan. ‘We have to do something!’ she said, aiming her sneaker-clad toe at a small rock on the grass in front of her, before realising it was goat poo and withdrawing her foot at the last second, windmilling her hands to remain upright.

‘There’s nothing we can do right now, Hadley,’ Felix said, grabbing her arm to steady her. ‘Look, they’re about to announce the winner of the Best Pet Competition. Come and see.’

He dragged her over to where pet owners and animals had formed a long line. Inez wore purple to match Doodle’s and Bug’s bows and waved to a proud Roger, who stood with Chad Beaver, who was about to crown the winner. Further along was Yarrow, his twirly moustache neatly styled to match that of a black-and-white tamarin monkey perched on his shoulder. At the end of the row, Hadley was startled to see her dad holding Mr Beaks in his cage, Gavin the goat by his side. Her dad’s T-shirt read, What do you get when you cross a snowman with a vampire? As he turned to pat Gavin, she saw the back answered the question: Frostbite.

‘Dad!’ she called. Her dad waved at her. She clearly heard Mr Beaks tweet, ‘Pretty Boy!’ at Gavin.

Chad Beaver wore a brown-and-white-pinstriped suit with the dancing goat from the Ludrovian flag stitched over the breast pocket, and a red bow tie. He cleared his throat. ‘And the winner is . . . Zander and his dog, Avalanche!’ A huge, bearded man with spectacular flowing grey locks and the biggest Rottweiler Hadley had ever seen stepped forward, waving at the cheering crowd as they collected their prize – a wedge of Jarlsberg and a small tin of dogfood. Both man and dog seemed altogether unusually happy with what was really a pretty ordinary prize.

‘What a specimen!’ The whisper in her ear made the hairs on the back of Hadley’s neck stand on end. ‘It’s almost enough to tempt me to collect dogs next.’ She turned around, shivering in the shadow of President Nox, his spindly frame a shade too close for comfort. Please don’t, she thought, horrified at the thought of 9999 puppies in a collection room in the castle. She stepped back and he continued, ‘I’ll soon be looking for a new collection. Perhaps even several collections, since I’ll have more money and time to devote to my collecting.’

Before Hadley could answer, Kolt grabbed her arm and dragged her away. ‘Gatlin’s up next.’

She ran after him, relieved to escape Jolon. ‘Doing what?’

At the far edge of the Great Big Lawn, a dozen muscled competitors were lined up under a banner that read, Strong as a Very Strong Goat Competition. Gatlin was one of only three women. Everyone else was twice as wide as the wiry councilwoman, with muscles so big they couldn’t walk without waddling. Zander – winner of the pet competition – had somehow made it over there in time to join them.

‘You’ve got this, Gatlin!’ Hadley called. Gatlin turned and gave her a thumbs up. She appeared supremely relaxed.

Officials emerged from a nearby tent, walking in pairs, a huge wheel of cheese rolling along between each pair. The cheese wheels were larger than any Hadley had seen before, and the officials were puffing by the time they left them in front of the competitors. Huge even for Ludrovia, they were almost as big as the tyres on the Jet Over It.

Chad Beaver materialised in the centre of the competitors. ‘Contestants, are you ready? On your marks! Get set! Go!’

The bulging-muscled competitors ran to the cheese of their choice and began rolling them up the nearby hill. Hadley’s legs ached just watching. ‘Go, Gatlin!’ she called. Gatlin sprinted with her cheese wheel, leaving the bigger competitors far behind. One turned and scurried back down the slope when he lost control of his cheese, but then the wheel started chasing him until he realised he could jump aside and watch it hurtle harmlessly past. At the summit, Gatlin let her cheese topple over and nodded at the crowd, hardly out of breath.

The friends cheered along with the gathered Ludrovians as Chad Beaver presented her with – surprise, surprise – a small wedge of cheese. As Gatlin held it aloft, Hadley noticed the Texan was observing Gatlin’s muscles with open admiration.

‘Hadley.’ Kolt poked her. ‘The ceremony starts soon.’

‘Already?’ Hadley couldn’t believe the morning had passed so quickly. Her heart sank. She was no closer to figuring out a way to stop Chad Beaver’s evil plan.

Groups of people were finding places to sit on the grass where they could see the balcony, ready to witness the signing of Ludrovia over to the Texan billionaire. Just then, Chad Beaver walked past Hadley, Roger behind him, briefcase in hand. Suddenly Chad veered away, making a beeline towards Gatlin, who was chatting to Thessaly as they made their way to the castle.

What was he doing?

Hadley watched Chad approach Gatlin from behind. He reached one hand up towards her head.

He was going to pluck a strand of her hair!

Hadley pushed sideways through the crowd, trying to get to Gatlin, but it was slow going as the people advanced towards the castle. She watched the billionaire stand on tiptoes. It was only then that he realised his error. Chad Beaver had severely underestimated his own height – he couldn’t reach Gatlin’s hair! The billionaire froze, his fingers in a pincer grip, as she walked on, oblivious.

Take that! Hadley thought, but then she saw Chad gesture to Roger. He sighed, then handed the briefcase to Chad and pushed through the people towards Gatlin, plucking a short hair from her head in a swift movement that no-one but Hadley appeared to witness. Gatlin turned as she felt the sting, but Roger was gone, blending into the crowd with practised ease.

He returned to Chad Beaver and put the hair into a small envelope the billionaire had found in a coat pocket.

Hadley was almost at his elbow, but froze when she heard him mutter, ‘Perfectamundo!’




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

BY GOLLY, SHE’S GOT IT!

That’s it!

Hadley’s mind jumped around like Mr Beaks in his cage. Was she right? She remembered the feisty CIA agent always trusted her ‘gut’. She stopped and put a hand on her stomach, concentrating.

Yep.

Hadley’s gut was sure of it. She grinned. There was no time to lose. She scanned the crowd for her friends. She spotted Kolt’s white-blond hair first, then the others. They peered around, obviously wondering where she’d disappeared to. Hadley reached them just as a tapping sound rang out.

‘Testing. Testing.’ Jolon stood on the balcony far above them, his finger hovering over the microphone. On one side of him was her dad, on the other, Chad Beaver. The Council of Seven were also there, as well as Roger and Inez, plus a crowd of VIPs. ‘Good afternoon, Ludrovia! What a wonderful day it is for this, our seven hundred and fifteenth Goat Day!’

The crowd roared, and Hadley reached her friends, gesturing for them to follow her. ‘I know how to access the laptop,’ she told them, turning to weave through groups of people towards the terrace.

‘What a nation we are! What amazing people!’ Jolon was on a roll. ‘And now, here we stand at the start of a new, exciting time for Ludrovia.’ Hadley reached the ramp to the terrace and ran up it, the others following. ‘Today, you will witness history being made. Ludrovia will have a new owner. A generous and innovative man, who will ensure that our nation moves forward and becomes ever more prosperous in the years to come.’ He paused, lifting his scrawny arm towards the billionaire. ‘Mr Chad Beaver!’

The crowd broke out in wild applause as the friends raced inside. The lift to the balcony was usually kept for VIPs, and Hadley had never bothered using it before, but today she led her friends there, the castle guards waving them through with a small bow when they saw who it was.

The lift doors closed. Lark, Kolt and Felix all began talking at once.

‘What are we doing?’

‘Do you have a plan?’

‘Do you know the password?’

Lark was paler than usual. She’d obviously returned to her concern about what would become of her and others unable to satisfy Chad Beaver’s requirements for Ludrovialand.

Hadley reached out and took her hands, her eyes seeking out the others. ‘Yes,’ she said in a confident tone. Lark eyed her hopefully. ‘I really do. Come on, I’ll show you!’

The lift opened and Hadley leaped out. More guards waved her into the conservatory, where she could see a host of people on the balcony.

Hadley turned to the others. ‘Stay here. I have to find Roger and get the laptop.’

‘You can do it, Hadley,’ Felix said and the others nodded.

Hadley sprinted around the lounges and over to the glass doors, halting as she came to a wall of people’s backs. She jumped up and down several times in search of Roger, but she could only see those with tall and obvious heads – like Jolon’s towering bouffant and Gatlin’s blonde crewcut. Jolon’s voice spoke over the microphone again.

‘So, Mr Beaver, I’d ask you to sign first, if I may?’

No!

She needed more time.

‘Of course, Jolon.’

Hadley pushed into the crowd as she heard an amplified scribbling, then another roar from the assembly below.

‘Perfectamundo!’ Chad Beaver said calmly after the noise died down. ‘You won’t regret this, Ludrovians.’

‘My turn next!’ Jolon announced. Hadley slipped past Thessaly’s flowing skirts. She bumped into Yarrow, who muttered a curse, but kept going. ‘It has been my honour to facilitate this deal, Ludrovians,’ Jolon continued.

Hadley frowned as she saw Delia. What was the maid doing here? Delia caught her eye and elbowed the man beside her. Hadley saw it was the same pot-bellied man she’d seen with Delia on several occasions, this time wearing a top hat and tails, of all things. The man glanced at her then stretched his arms wide, holding back people and making space for her to pass. Hadley finally caught a glimpse of Roger near the edge of the balcony, mostly hidden behind the other guests.

The president droned on. ‘I’m looking forward to my life of retirement and many years of collecting, while I see the country prosper under Chad Beaver’s strong leadership.’

Hadley tried to push through, but those gathered didn’t want to miss out on witnessing the historic occasion. Delia materialised at her side, producing a mop out of nowhere. ‘Shoo!’ she said, waving it at the people to help Hadley fight her way to Roger. ‘Shoo!’

A gap opened up. A few shoves later, Hadley found herself standing in front of Chad Beaver’s assistant. Roger’s mouth dropped open as she grabbed his arm. ‘I need the laptop, Roger. I know the password!’

He shook off his surprise and handed her the briefcase in his hand without speaking.

Hadley dropped to the ground and opened the briefcase, then the laptop. She heard Jolon still talking. ‘No doubt I’ll be seeing him on the terrace eating stinky Gorgonzola for many years to come!’ Laughter rose from the crowd. ‘And now, I will sign the document!’

Hadley typed in the password; one she had realised earlier Chad Beaver must have created after arriving in Ludrovia.

P.E.R.F.E.C.T.A.M.U.N.D.O.

It worked!

It took only a few seconds to find the document she wanted in a folder labelled Secret Plans for Cheese Country. She opened it and pressed PRINT. Holding the laptop awkwardly in one hand, Hadley scrambled to her feet. ‘Mr President! I have proof of Chad Beaver’s true plans for Ludrovia. Don’t sign that document!’




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

ATTACK!

All eyes on the balcony turned to Hadley, and they stepped back to let her through.

The president’s nostrils flared, his fancy pen still held aloft in his claw-like hand. He gave a reassuring smile to the murmuring crowd, who couldn’t hear their conversation but seemed to sense something was up. He bent his face to hers, and a sudden breeze made Hadley shiver. He spoke in a low voice, his breath brushing her cheeks. ‘Be quiet, girl! The deal is almost done. I want that money and you’re not going to stop me now!’

She wrenched her eyes from Jolon’s dark gaze. Chad Beaver watched her thoughtfully. He took in the open briefcase and laptop, seemed to understand exactly what Hadley planned, but he just gave a lazy smile. ‘Roger Rabbit!’ he called in his Texan twang, not bothering to turn to face the man. ‘Get my briefcase from this here young missy.’ He kept his eyes on Hadley, but when nothing happened, he spun around and saw Roger standing arm in arm with Inez.

Hadley took the chance to look around for her friends. She glimpsed Felix by the door, mouthed, ‘Printer’ at him and pointed towards the back of the conservatory, where a printer sat on a desk in the corner. He nodded, then turned and ran.

Roger lifted his chin defiantly at Chad Beaver. ‘My name is Roger A.B.B.O.T.T.,’ he spelled, his voice dripping with disdain, ‘you pompous twit. Get your own briefcase if you want it so badly.’

Chad Beaver’s mouth dropped open. Then he closed it, narrowing his eyes. Roger’s grip on Inez’s arm tightened just a tiny bit, but he held firm, the woman’s calm presence apparently enough to give him strength.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Beaver, but my Hadley is one smart macaron, as we say in Ludrovia,’ her dad piped up. ‘Perhaps we could hear her out?’

Hadley blinked in surprise. She knew how much her dad wanted this deal to go through, how much he wanted her mother back.

‘I mean, she always listens to my crazy stories,’ her dad continued. ‘She doesn’t even complain when I let Mr Beaks help me make decisions.’

A twinge of guilt poked its sharp little fingers into Hadley’s ribs.

The Council of Seven stood behind Jolon. Yarrow held Mr Beaks, who was back in his cage, and Gatlin stood beside him, her eyebrows drawn together. Hadley noticed Yarrow had put the peg in place on the door this time. Mr Beaks chirped loudly. ‘Birdbrain!’ he said, his intelligent black eyes focused on Hadley’s.

Her dad smiled at her. ‘She’s a good eggplant,’ he said.

Hadley couldn’t help but grin back, knowing he meant good egg and he’d have some crazy reason for using eggplant instead. The Ludrovian sayings were growing on her.

‘Just ironing out a few details, folks, we’ll be back to the ceremony real soon,’ Jolon soothed the crowd.

Chad Beaver stepped closer to her dad. ‘You want your wife back, King?’ His voice lost its friendly tone, and a chill ran down Hadley’s spine. ‘Do as I say, or that lock of hair is gone forever, and you’ll never see your beloved Heather again.’

Her dad’s eyes widened. He blinked, then his shoulders slumped. Before Hadley could say anything, he grabbed the document and pen from Jolon and scrawled across the bottom of it. Then he flicked the page over and passed it to the president. ‘Your turn,’ he muttered.

Jolon took the pen. ‘Dog collecting, here I come. I think I’ll start with the little ones . . .’

Hadley looked over the balcony at the gathered mass below. One last signature, then it was all over.

Jolon searched for the place to sign, then set his pen to the paper.

Hadley had to do something.

She caught Gatlin’s eye and the woman glanced at Mr Beaks, then back to Jolon, then gave a barely perceptible nod. Hadley understood. She nodded back. Gatlin removed the peg and Mr Beaks saw his opportunity. He leaped onto the door, which flung open immediately.

‘Bird on the loose!’ Hadley called. Jolon flung the paper and pen aside, letting out a sharp shriek as he threw his arms up to protect his hair. ‘Get him!’ Hadley pointed at Jolon, and to her great shock, Mr Beaks did as she said, flying straight at the president.

‘Attack,’ he tweeted clearly, as he flapped around Jolon’s head. ‘Attack!’ The president squealed again, and despite everything, Hadley had to hold in a laugh. Mr Beaks was clearly messing with Jolon.

‘Don’t move and you’ll be safe, Mr President,’ Gatlin chimed in, and Jolon froze.

Mr Beaks settled onto his shoulder and pecked him lightly on the cheek for good measure. ‘Birdbrain!’ he muttered.

‘Yes, if you stay where you are Mr Beaks won’t hurt you,’ Hadley added. She grabbed the microphone from Jolon.

Chad Beaver folded his arms across his chest and addressed the president. ‘Come on, Jolon, sign the document. Don’t be scared of a little bird! It’s time to make Ludrovia great again. Sign it!’

But Jolon stood stock-still, his eyes bulging as he tried to pull his head as far from the budgerigar as he could, which was difficult as the bird was on his shoulder, and Jolon’s head remained firmly attached to his shoulder.

‘Stop the ceremony!’ Hadley said into the microphone, having seen what she was looking for. ‘There’s something you need to know about Chad Beaver! He’s not going to save Ludrovia, he’s going to destroy it.’

Felix arrived at her side, his chest heaving with exertion, his eyes shining. He passed her several sheets of paper. Hadley swapped the laptop for the papers and lifted them above her head with her free hand, shaking them at the crowd.

‘And I have proof!’




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

IT’S A LONG WAY DOWN

The assembled Ludrovians gasped as one, then fell silent.

‘Chad Beaver isn’t going to make you rich, people of Ludrovia. These blueprints are his evil plans. He’s going to turn this beautiful country into a theme park called Ludrovialand.’ Hadley swept her arms wide. ‘He’ll tear down the forests and put rollercoasters on the mountains. You’ll all be thrown out of your homes, forced to live like sardines in high-rise buildings and work eighteen hours a day serving tourists who will come and live in your renovated houses. He even plans to put disco balls in the toilets.’

The crowd muttered. Hadley saw some people stand up and shake their fists. Beside her, Jolon spoke under his breath, ‘What? No! It can’t be true. Chad Beaver lied to me?’

Hadley paused. She brought the microphone close to her mouth and spoke in her most serious voice. ‘Eryas Castle will become a food court. Serving hot dogs.’ She emphasised the words.

Another gasp from the people below. Then Chad Beaver sighed, and Hadley thrust the microphone his way as he spoke. ‘Oh, Hadley, I had to include something for the masses. But there’ll be a fancy fondue restaurant, too, remember?’

The crowd erupted.

Jolon paled even further. He seemed for a moment to forget that Mr Beaks was on his shoulder, running a hand through his hair in a decidedly un-Jolon-Nox-like manner, leaving one side of it standing on end. Something in his eyes told Hadley he was about to tell the truth, and she shoved the microphone at him.

‘You told me you just wanted to live in a castle and eat cheese.’ Jolon’s voice quavered. ‘That without the royal family and with you in charge the people would be better off. You told me that sending them away on that boat was the best way to ensure Ludrovia’s future. And then, once I’d put them on there, you killed them!’ He put a hand over his mouth as if he might be sick.

The crowd gave one huge gasp.

‘Then, afterwards, you told me they had to die so Ludrovia could move on,’ Jolon continued, his eyes on Chad Beaver, oblivious to the reaction of the people. ‘It was all my fault! How could I do this to my people? To my queen?’ He ended on a sob.

‘Oh, buck up, Jolon. You did the right thing,’ Chad Beaver growled. ‘Getting rid of those ninnies was the best thing for this country. I’ll take care of the Ludrovians better than the royal family ever did. They didn’t have a plan to improve Ludrovia. They didn’t see the opportunities to make something truly unique of what is really just another European country – admittedly one with excellent cheese. Perhaps I’m not going about my changes the way I told you I would, but the people will be lucky. They’ll all have jobs. They’ll all get paid. And Ludrovia will be prosperous.’

‘They’ll have no free will! No choices or lives of their own!’ Hadley snapped.

‘Oh, I think they’ll find happiness in the small things.’

‘But what will happen to those who won’t or can’t work for you in Ludrovialand, Chad Beaver?’ Hadley held the microphone towards him.

The Texan stared at Hadley for a long moment. A hush had fallen over the crowd and they waited with bated breath for his response. Finally, the billionaire spoke.

‘I’ll have them killed, of course.’

Chad Beaver lunged across the space that separated him from Hadley. He shoved Felix aside and grabbed her around the waist with one arm. She dropped the papers and microphone and shrieked, unable to pull free. The movement startled Mr Beaks, and the budgerigar flapped away from Jolon, instinctively flying towards Hadley. With his other hand, the billionaire reached out and plucked the little bird out of the air. Mr Beaks let out a squeak, and Hadley called, ‘No!’ struggling in the billionaire’s grasp as she tried to reach the budgerigar.

But Chad Beaver spun to the balcony and thrust her over headfirst, his brute strength surprising her. Mr Beaks squawked in outrage.

The crowd screamed.

And Hadley’s stomach dropped as Chad Beaver let her fall.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

DOO-DOO

Hadley plummeted a short distance that felt like days or even weeks but was actually just under a quarter of a second.

Chad Beaver’s hand grabbed her ankle, pain jerking through her shoulder as her body came to an abrupt halt. Her arms sliced through the terrifyingly empty air. Tears filled her eyes, blurring the faces of the shocked crowd below.

‘Now, Jolon,’ the billionaire spoke from somewhere above her head, his voice echoing in the silence. ‘It’s time for you to sign that document, don’t you think? Unless you’d like to add the deaths of a girl and a bird to those you’re responsible for.’

Hadley scrabbled towards the solid balcony with desperate, grasping fingers, but there was nothing to grab onto, just smooth white brick. Her body swung back and forth and she froze, suddenly realising Chad Beaver could let her go at any moment. Her throat was as dry as Mr Beaks’s birdseed, and she couldn’t form a word, couldn’t even scream.

‘Roger Rabbit.’ Chad Beaver sarcastically emphasised the incorrect last name. ‘Get Jolon his pen and paper, would you, please? And hurry. I’d hate for something to happen to the princess or the little bird. It’d be plum easy for my grasp on her ankle to slip, and that’d leave her in a pretty nasty position, don’t you think?’

Hadley heard a scuffle and a movement from above. A moan escaped her as Chad Beaver shifted and she swung from side to side. Then he warned, ‘Don’t even think about it, Gatlin. You look strong, I’ll give you that. But even if you get to me before I drop the young princess here, you don’t know the other half of my plan.’

Hadley felt her pockets for something she could use to escape – though how it could be possible to escape while hanging upside down from the grasp of a surprisingly strong billionaire wasn’t clear. But all she found were several scrunched-up lolly wrappers and a bobby pin, which she knew from the movie about the feisty CIA agent could be useful somehow, though she wasn’t precisely sure in what way, but it didn’t matter as the issue was resolved immediately as the potential weapon fell from her grasp into the void below.

So much for that.

‘I have thousands of soldiers waiting across the border of all countries neighbouring Ludrovia. If I don’t ring them in,’ he paused, apparently checking his watch as the movement caused Hadley to swing from side to side, her heart thudding up into her throat, ‘precisely twenty-two minutes, they will make their move. And as soon as Jolon signs this document, I’ll call them anyway on this cell phone, telling them they’re now welcome to enter Ludrovia. Either way, they’ll overpower the population in no time.’

Soldiers.

Hadley hadn’t seen that one coming. Despite her being upside down, a rock somehow still managed to sink to the bottom of her stomach.

‘Don’t do it, Jolon!’ Hadley called, her voice croaky. ‘I’ll figure something out!’

But dangling in the air the wrong way up must have made all the blood rush to her head because Hadley could think of no better plan than pull me up, pull me up, pull me up.

Chad Beaver jiggled her ankle in response to her defiance and she gritted her teeth to stop from screaming in fear. ‘Don’t get too cocky, Princess. I’m sure you don’t want to end up down on the terrace, splattered all over the place like a big bird doo-doo.’

She took a breath and forced out the words, ‘I’m not scared of you, Chad Beaver! Don’t sign, Jolon!’

The billionaire gave a low chuckle as Mr Beaks squawked. ‘Perhaps you aren’t scared for yourself, but don’t forget I’ve got your little bird. And budgerigars are so fragile, aren’t they? Their tiny bones so easily crushed.’

A sharp pain thumped Hadley in the heart, and it had nothing to do with hanging upside down from a balcony. ‘Don’t hurt Mr Beaks! Please!’ Her voice broke on the last word.

‘A change of tune, I see! You’d better convince this idiot man with his hair obsession and stupid collections to SIGN MY DOCUMENT!’ Chad Beaver bellowed the last words and shook Hadley’s ankle. She was flung around like a bird in a cat’s mouth. Below, the Ludrovians gasped.

‘I’ll sign! I’ll sign.’ Jolon’s voice was shrill with fear, and Hadley was too terrified to stand up to Chad Beaver again. There was a pause and a scratching sound. ‘There, it’s done.’ Jolon’s voice was dull.

It’s all over. Chad Beaver now owns Ludrovia. It will become a theme park.

Hadley had failed.

More shuffling from above, then there was a shout and a thud and Hadley felt Chad Beaver’s grip loosen.

She was going to become bird doo-doo on the terrace!

Her body tensed. Chad let go, and Hadley plummeted just an inch before she felt hands grab her other ankle and hold on tight. She swung wildly but didn’t fall. A pineapple whizzed past her face, just a cat’s whisker from her nose. It seemed a long time before she heard the tinkle of it smashing onto the terrace. Hadley looked up.

‘Dad?’




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

THE BIRDBRAIN

Hadley’s dad hung upside down over the edge of the balcony, holding onto Hadley’s leg with both hands, his face a mask of determination.

‘Sorry, Hads. Sometimes I keep the pineapple hidden in my jacket. I wasn’t quite ready to give it up.’

‘I don’t care about the pineapple, Dad.’

She looked beyond him, startled to see Jolon’s face. He leaned over the balcony from the waist, his own arm tight around her dad’s knees. Chad Beaver was nowhere to be seen. Hadley’s head spun.

Her dad had saved her?

And Jolon had saved him?

‘I’ll pull you up, My King. Stay calm, Princess,’ Jolon called, his voice strained.

Her dad’s grip on her ankle was slippery with sweat.

‘Please . . . hurry.’

Seconds later, Hadley felt a tug and saw bricks moving. No, she was moving. She was being lifted! She heard shouts of ‘Grab her!’ and ‘A bit to the left.’ Moments later, several hands reached for her arms and she soon found herself lying on the oh so beautifully solid balcony floor.

The crowd whooped and cheered.

I’m safe. Hadley closed her eyes and breathed deeply, just for a moment.

‘Give her room!’ Thessaly said, and Hadley opened her eyes as the woman waved through another member of the Council of Seven, a doctor. The man poked and prodded, examining her through his bottle-thick glasses, then announcing she seemed unharmed, though she might have sore muscles for a few days.

Hadley sat up, leaning against the balcony wall. Opposite her, Chad Beaver lay motionless but conscious, Gatlin holding him down effortlessly with one hand. He had one puffy eye, and for good measure, two cats sat on his chest. Doodle and Bug. Behind the cats, Inez and Roger held hands and regarded the reclining felines with pride. Chad Beaver sneezed, his eyes streaming. ‘Get these animals off me, I’m allergic,’ he hissed, his voice tight. Everyone ignored him.

Yarrow picked up the microphone. He spoke to the confused and concerned people below. ‘Princess Hadley is alright!’ A cheer rang out. He twirled his moustache and stood tall, obviously enjoying the spotlight.

Hadley looked up at her dad, who stood beside Jolon. Both men were panting with the exertion of pulling her back onto the balcony. Half of Jolon’s hair still stood to attention, but what was even stranger was that the president didn’t try to find a mirror to fix it. Hadley’s head was fuddled. ‘How did you . . .  ? Is Mr Beaks alright?’

As if in answer, a flapping sound came from above. Hadley lifted a hand to her mouth at the sight of the little bird. ‘Oh, Mr Beaks!’ The budgerigar fluttered this way and that, looking dazed, chirping in a tone she’d never heard before. His feathers were in disarray.

‘It’s alright, I’ve got him!’ Jolon held up a hand, his trembling index finger extended as a makeshift perch, a sight that astonished Hadley even more than the thought of the president saving her life.

Mr Beaks landed gratefully, his little claws gripping Jolon’s finger. A squeak escaped the terrified man, but he didn’t move his hand. He caught Hadley staring at him and shrugged his bony shoulders. ‘It’s the least I can do,’ he whispered.

‘Pretty boy!’ Mr Beaks chirped, but with a little less sass than usual.

‘You saved me, Dad.’ She faced her dad. ‘And you dropped your pineapple.’

‘I don’t need it anymore,’ her dad said, reaching for Hadley. He pulled her into a hug. ‘I just need you, Hadley.’

‘What about Mum?’ Hadley asked, her head against her dad’s warm chest, his heart beating fast under her cheek. She looked up at him. ‘I doubt Chad Beaver will clone her for you now.’

‘I loved your mother, Hadley, but I can’t bring her back. Not really.’ He smiled and pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. ‘But you know what? I see her in you every day.’

Hadley’s throat felt thick. She blinked away tears and changed the subject. ‘How did you rescue me?’

Yarrow moved closer, talking into the microphone in a low voice. ‘Princess Hadley is wondering how the rescue occurred.’ Hadley gave him an annoyed glare and he had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll let you speak for yourself and just hold this out here so the people of Ludrovia can hear what is happening.’ He lowered the microphone to an unobtrusive level and waved it towards her dad, waiting for his reaction.

Her dad looked at the president, who couldn’t take his eyes off Mr Beaks. ‘His claws tickle!’ Jolon said, sounding delighted. He reached out a finger and stroked the budgerigar tentatively under his throat.

‘Good boy!’ Mr Beaks said clearly, enjoying the scratch.

With Jolon otherwise engaged, her dad filled her in. ‘Well, it was strange. I looked at Jolon and something passed between us. We just knew we had to save you. So, at my signal he lunged at Chad Beaver and punched him in the eye, while I dived over the balcony to grab you. And then, luckily, Jolon did the same for me.’

Hadley’s mouth had fallen open. ‘Thank you, Mr President.’ She meant the words, though she could hardly believe that Jolon – collector, disagreeable president, betrayer of the royal family – had saved her life. The assembled horde below them cheered.

‘Blah. Blah. Achoo! Blah,’ chanted Chad Beaver in a bored voice from beneath the cats. He looked like he wished he had a tissue. Yarrow moved over, shoving the microphone in the billionaire’s face. ‘None of this matters, you know. My soldiers are still ready and waiting. And, in case you’ve forgotten, you both signed the document. It’s too little, too late. Ludrovialand will happen.’

A silence fell across everyone on the balcony, and over the people in the crowd – the ones who would suffer most when Chad Beaver turned their country into a theme park.

The evil Texan billionaire was right. There was nothing anyone could do to stop this.

Roger Abbott stepped forward. He cleared his throat. ‘I think I can fix part of the problem.’

‘Which part?’ Hadley asked.

‘The part with the soldiers.’

‘How?’

‘Well, Chad said he was supposed to call them in precisely twenty-two minutes, which would make it 2.30 pm. It’s 2.29 pm now.’ He paused. ‘I’ll call them, pretending to be Chad Beaver, and I’ll tell them I’ve changed my mind and no longer want to invade Ludrovia. I know all Chad’s phone passwords.’ Roger gave an excited grin. ‘Plus, I do a mean Chad Beaver impersonation, don’t I, Roger Rabbit,’ he said, pronouncing the few words exactly as the billionaire might.

Hadley laughed. ‘That was so good!’

From the floor Chad Beaver spluttered his opposition, starting to struggle, but Gatlin picked up either Doodle or Bug – Hadley couldn’t tell them apart – from where the cat sat on his chest and stuffed the furry cat right against Chad’s mouth. The billionaire sneezed again and then fell silent.

‘Do it, Roger,’ Hadley said.

He nodded then hesitated, examining the spreadeagled Chad Beaver. ‘This morning, at the Best Pet Competition, you noticed my . . . friendship . . . with Inez, you remember? You saw she had cats. And you told me that I must never see her again.’ His face hardened. ‘Well, I’m afraid that was the last straw, Mr Beaver. Inez has taught me to stand up for myself.’ He grasped her hand. Inez squeezed it, then with her other hand, she reached into the pocket of Chad Beaver’s suit jacket and pulled out a phone, handing it to Roger.

He pressed some buttons, then held it to his ear. ‘Who’s this?’ he asked in a perfect imitation of the billionaire’s familiar drawl. ‘Colonel Dunlop, you say? Well now, Colonel, it seems I have plum changed my mind about invading Ludrovia, after all.’ He listened. ‘Yep. That’s right. I reckon you can organise for all the soldiers to return home. They’ll receive full pay from me for their trouble. Yep. Howdy-ho.’ He pulled the phone from his ear. ‘Done.’

Hadley held up a hand and turned to Jolon and her dad. ‘But wait up. You two signed the document. Doesn’t that mean Chad Beaver now owns Ludrovia?’ She looked at Gatlin, who set the cat back onto Chad Beaver’s chest. ‘Gatlin? Is that correct, legally?’

Gatlin exhaled. ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. If they all signed, Chad Beaver owns Ludrovia.’

Silence fell over those gathered as the implications of that became clear. The crowd below muttered.

‘Um . . .’ Her dad raised a tentative hand. ‘I’m not sure about lawyer-type stuff. But perhaps I should mention that I didn’t sign my name?’

Hadley frowned. ‘But I heard you, Dad. I saw you sign.’

‘Yes, well. I wrote something . . .’

Hadley glanced around, noticing the documents discarded on the floor nearby. She picked them up and flicked back to where her dad was to sign. On the dotted line he’d scrawled, ‘Birdbrain’.

‘Birdbrain! You wrote Birdbrain! Dad, you are a legend!’ Hadley spun back to Gatlin. ‘What does that mean? Legally?’

The tall woman grinned. ‘I’d say that means the document is null and void. Chad Beaver does not own Ludrovia.’

Hadley slumped with relief as the crowd broke into clapping and cheering. Yarrow whooped into the microphone, sending feedback screeching into the ears of all those present. Calls of ‘Ow’ and ‘Oh, that sound is nasty’ rang out, then there was silence.

‘Excuse me.’ Another voice, a woman’s – strangely familiar – carried clearly in the silence. ‘My signature is the one that counts. And I will never let Ludrovia be sold. Not to anyone.’

The maid, Delia, stepped forward. She tugged at her grey wig, which came loose to expose short dark hair, streaked with white. With her other hand she pulled at her nose, and it too was removed. She tugged off fake eyelashes and bushy eyebrows and a fleshy rubber chin, even yanked false teeth from her mouth. Then she pulled a glittering gold crown from somewhere and sat it on top of her head.

A gasp rang out from those assembled on the lawn and on the balcony, and everyone except for Hadley fell to their knees, bowing low. Mr Beaks fluttered from Jolon’s finger and perched on Hadley’s shoulder. It was Jolon who whispered, awe-struck, the words the others couldn’t form.

‘My Queen!’




CHAPTER FORTY

A RIGHT ROYAL SURPRISE

‘Yes, ’tis I! Your queen!’

Hadley and the queen were the only ones still standing. Delia, who was actually Queen Beatrix, peered down her flesh-and-blood nose (which was in reality also quite large) at those present. She motioned them to stand.

As Yarrow scrambled to his feet, he lifted the microphone to his mouth and breathed, ‘Queen Beatrix is alive!’ Below them, the Ludrovians’ muttering increased. Hadley heard shouts of ‘The queen!’ and ‘Not dead!’

The queen took several graceful steps towards Hadley and her dad. ‘My son . . .’ She pulled Hadley’s dad to his feet and cupped his chin with her hand. Tears filled her eyes. ‘It’s so wonderful to see you . . . after so many years . . .’

‘Mother . . . It’s really you.’ Hadley’s dad’s voice broke. ‘I never meant to stay away from Ludrovia for so long. I’m sorry for not keeping in touch.’

‘It matters not, my son.’ She smiled gently before switching her sharp eyes to Hadley. ‘And this clever firebrand is my granddaughter, Princess Hadley.’ She held out her arms and pulled Hadley into a hug. She still smelled of mothballs and glue, which Hadley now understood was due to Delia’s prosthetics. ‘It is lovely to meet you properly.’ She grinned in a very cheeky and un-queen-like way. ‘My costume was remarkable, don’t you think? I enjoyed playing Delia the maid. I tried a little accent, thinking it might be fun.’ She used Delia’s ridiculous accent for the last sentence and several people on the balcony grimaced.

‘Mother!’ Hadley’s dad said. ‘You always did enjoy acting!’

‘Yes, I thought it might be rather fun to be someone other than the queen for a while.’ She pretended to wave a feather duster, and Hadley almost laughed. It was obvious the queen had never dusted even once in her life.

‘But . . .’ Jolon blurted finally, lifting his head just a little from where his forehead rested on the floor. ‘I thought you were dead!’

Yarrow moved closer with the microphone, pointing it towards the conversation.

The queen turned and looked down her nose at the president. ‘Killed by the man you betrayed me for, you mean?’

Jolon started wailing. ‘I’m so dreadfully sorry, Your Majesty . . . so very, very sorry. I thought . . .’ He lifted his head, tears streaming down his cheeks. ‘It doesn’t matter why I did it. It should never have happened.’

‘Quite so.’ Queen Beatrix’s nostrils flared. ‘How could you do this to me? We ruled together. I trusted you, Jolon.’

‘Well, I . . . I loved you!’

Silence. Then the queen spoke. ‘What?’

‘I’ve always loved you. But you never returned my feelings.’ He wiped at his nose. ‘Why do you think I collected those ridiculous backscratchers? You don’t remember, do you? I bought you one for your twenty-first birthday and you said it was your favourite gift.’

‘Of course I remember! It was gold-plated, with diamonds for fingernails. I adored it.’

‘And the mannequins . . . Remember we went to that European leaders’ meeting in New York, and you admired the ones in Bloomingdales? And cuckoo clocks were—’

‘My dear father’s favourites.’ The queen’s eyes softened. ‘You collected those things for me. You loved me?’

‘Yes. But you had eyes only for Percival.’

‘Oh, Jolon. I never knew.’ After a long look at the president, the queen shook her head and straightened her back. ‘But you betrayed me.’

‘I’m so sorry!’ He started sobbing again. ‘Chad Beaver told me you would just be taken away to have a long holiday while we sorted all this out . . .’ His words were difficult to make out between sobs. ‘How did . . . How are you alive? What happened?’

‘Well, Jolon, in recent months – before my “death”, of course – I began to see how the people of Ludrovia turned to you for advice and how they trusted you to rule. This saddened me, but I could see that perhaps the royal family had become too removed from the common people. Too lazy. It was our own fault.’ She shook her head. ‘I planned to fix the problem, but before I could, I realised something was going on. There was something about you I didn’t trust.’ The queen raised an eyebrow. ‘Once, I caught you practising your American accent in the mirror while wearing a cowboy hat.’ Jolon dipped his head. ‘So, I had my private detective, Steven Sharp, follow you.’

The pot-bellied man stepped out from behind her, his top hat wonky.

‘Him!’ Hadley exclaimed. ‘He’s the man I kept noticing around the castle.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘And it wasn’t just here in Ludrovia. You were the one I saw in Australia, wearing cricket clothes.’

Steven Sharp nodded, and Hadley saw a smear of what appeared to be tomato sauce on his cheek, more spilled down his white shirt. ‘Steven Sharp, at your service. Her Majesty had me keep an eye on you and Bartholomew over the years, then after she faked her death, she sent me to watch over you until the Council of Seven arrived.’

Her dad’s eyes widened. ‘You weren’t in league with Beryl the cow, were you?’

‘Beryl?’ The man looked insulted. ‘A cow? No, certainly not. I don’t work with animals.’

‘It was Mr Sharp, Jolon,’ the queen continued, ‘who overheard your phone call with Mr Beaver. He heard that . . . vile cowboy . . . tell you to send the Seas the Day away that night, to get rid of us. But instead of arresting you for that betrayal, I decided that we would put our own plan into action.’ She rocked back on her heels. ‘So, on that night, I arranged for another boat to pick us all up. As it turned out, it was very fortunate I did, or we’d all have been blown to smithereens.’

‘The entire royal family is alive?’ Jolon pressed a palm to his heart. ‘Oh my, that is amazing news. Incredible!’

‘My brothers and sisters are alive?’ Hadley’s dad whispered. ‘My nieces and nephews?’

‘Yes.’ The queen walked to the balcony wall and looked over, scanning the crowd. ‘There! That’s them.’ She gestured impatiently to Yarrow and took the microphone he held out for her. ‘Yoo-hoo!’ The red-nosed clowns Hadley had seen earlier jumped up and down and waved at Queen Beatrix. The queen waved back, then turned to Hadley. ‘You see, I’d always fancied myself an actress – remember my plays, Bartholomew? – and I thought, what better way to keep an eye on Jolon than to infiltrate the castle in disguise. I must say, I did a marvellous job. And all those shows had made the rest of the family quite capable of forming a clown troupe.’ She smiled. ‘Enormous noses and wigs make wonderful disguises.’

‘You were here all along,’ Gatlin said, shaking her head. ‘Alive, and right in front of us.’

‘I was. We were.’ The queen smirked a little. She turned back to the crowd and lifted the microphone to her lips. In a theatrical voice she announced, ‘And now, since it is still Goat Day, I think we should see some goats dance, don’t you?’

As the people cheered and moved to the edges of the field or up onto the terrace, hundreds of goats began streaming in through the gates at intervals around the lawn.

The queen motioned for silence and then cleared her throat. She started yodelling, a melancholic sound that was soon joined by those on the balcony and everyone in the crowd below. The goats began to dance.

Hadley watched, mesmerised.

They were splendiferous.


SPLENDIFEROUS: EXCELLENT, AMAZING, SPLENDID,

VERY, VERY GOOD, WONDERFUL, MAGNIFICENT.






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

ON TOP OF THE MACARON (AS THE LUDROVIANS SAY)

Felix slurped a hot chocolate with a marshmallow shoved into each cheek. The group of children on the terrace burst into laughter.

Mr Beaks screeched, ‘Messy! Messy Felix!’ from his cage, something Hadley had taught him just a few days earlier. Felix grinned, causing brown liquid to drip from the corner of his mouth onto his white shirt.

Three weeks after Goat Day and the friends’ regular recess hot chocolate meet-up now included dozens of other children. There were so many that Zinnia kicked them out of the castle kitchen, instead bringing cocoa out for them to share each morning on the terrace. The royal children – Hadley’s cousins, most of them older than her – now attended school with the rest of the kids from the castle and Eryas Town, and Hadley found them great company, though Kolt, Lark and Felix remained her closest friends.

‘Hadley!’ Roger Abbott waved from the Great Big Lawn, where he and Inez strolled arm in arm, with Doodle and Bug on leads. Chad Beaver had been sent back to Texas with a ban for life on purchasing cheese from Ludrovia, which upset him more than Hadley had expected. But Roger had stayed and now worked as Inez’s assistant. Inez, meanwhile, had become the queen’s personal assistant. Being assistant to the assistant to the queen suited Roger.

Hadley returned Roger’s wave and sipped the chocolate milk. The sun warmed her face. Miss Quill was teaching them about the planets, and Hadley was now considering that astronomy might be her next passion. That, or knitting. She had all the time in the world, and so much to learn.

‘Good morning, my lovely daughter.’ Her dad appeared by her side, holding a basket filled with wild strawberries. He often joined them for morning tea, usually arriving with one or more of his brothers or sisters. Her dad spent three days a week running craft workshops for local children, where miniature Big Pineapples were popular items – though Hadley had banned him from making candles in the shape of anyone’s face.

It just wasn’t right.

Today, her dad wore a T-shirt from his new goat collection. It was chocolate brown and read, Why do goats have trouble making friends? On the back it said, They always butt heads. Hadley pointed to her own, which read, Which artist do goats love the most? She spun around to reveal the punchline: Vincent van Goat.

‘That’s one of my favourites!’ her dad said. With him today was his youngest sister, Bethany, a poet who encouraged Hadley’s dad’s creativity and ran slam-poetry classes alongside her brother’s art classes. Hadley had moved out of Bethany’s room and now had a modest bedroom beside her dad’s, but it still had her very own bathtub and lots and lots of books.

‘Mother!’ Hadley’s dad called, and Hadley spun around, standing and bowing along with the rest of the children. The queen, wearing a long gold dress and a crown on her head, gestured for them to sit down.

‘Good morning, everyone. Any cocoa left for me?’ Felix scrambled to fetch her a mug, in his enthusiasm plopping way too many marshmallows in it.

Queen Beatrix sat beside Hadley, pulling off her crown and placing it on the table. ‘It gets itchy,’ she confided, scratching her head.

‘Good morning, Grandmother,’ Hadley said, marvelling still that she had a grandmother, along with aunts and uncles and cousins. Not to mention real, actual, wonderful friends. The day after Goat Day, Hadley woke up and revised the list of her favourite things. It was now surprisingly short.


HADLEY BOGGS’S MOST FAVOURITE

THINGS IN THE WORLD

1. Family.

2. Friends.

3. Books (she wasn’t a barbarian).



‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Of course, Hadley.’

‘Um . . . what happened to Jolon? We haven’t seen him around the castle since Goat Day.’ A part of Hadley was scared to find out the fate of the president. Who knew what a queen might do to the man who betrayed her and her family? And although Jolon wasn’t Hadley’s favourite person, she didn’t wish him harm. Not too much harm, anyway. He had saved her life, after all.

‘Ah. President Nox.’ The queen took a sip of her hot chocolate, her eyes bulging at the excessive sweetness, but then she smiled at the anxiously watching Felix. ‘Well, as you know, he betrayed me. Which wasn’t great. However, he saved your life. Which was great.’ She sighed. ‘Plus, I feel a little bad for him, being in love with me for so many years. How could I not have realised? So I have decided – not to forgive him, as such – but to allow him to atone for his mistakes. I believe he has learned from them.’ She shrugged. ‘Besides, if I had been a better queen, he might have come to me with issues, instead of aligning himself with an evil billionaire.’

The children murmured, ‘No, no,’ though it perhaps wasn’t as enthusiastic as it could have been.

The queen smiled. ‘As for his punishments. Well, I have taken his collections away. I have given them to Thessaly, who plans to house them in a new museum she is opening in Yagos. And, worse, in Jolon’s eyes, he will be having a haircut tomorrow.’ She grinned conspiratorially. ‘I’m thinking a crewcut. Or perhaps a severe bowl cut. Jolon has undertaken to retain whatever haircut I designate for him for an entire year. And he is to have no styling products, no mousse or creams, just a basic shampoo and conditioner.’

‘Holy moly,’ breathed Hadley, admiring the queen’s knack for selecting a punishment that would really hurt Jolon.

‘Savage,’ added Kolt.

‘Savage indeed,’ agreed Her Majesty. ‘Good will come of this, Hadley. This is a chance for us to improve as a royal family. We have started the process and we will continue to do so.’ She looked around and raised her voice. ‘Please, any of you, come to me or to any of the royal family if you have concerns or issues about Ludrovia. What we have here is too precious to lose.’ She paused, then clapped her hands in excitement, her eyes bright. ‘And don’t forget, everyone, as per my earlier announcement, auditions for Goats, Goats, Goats and Macarons will open next week. As you know, the play wasn’t performed on Goat Day this year, but I have decided to stage it anyway. I will be playing Goat Number One, but anyone who wants a role will get one. There are rather a lot of goats in it this year.’ She looked at Hadley. ‘And there’s one new scene involving a girl, a balcony and a rescue. I’m hoping you might like to take on that particular role, Hadley.’

Hadley grinned.

Her? In a play?

She’d never acted before. A fizzing started in her belly, a familiar excitement. There were so many new passions to pursue.

Muttering broke out as the children asked one another if they planned on taking part in the play. Hadley’s dad and Bethany started a conversation with the queen, suggesting she might run a workshop in costume design for the local children, much to their mother’s delight. Her honking laugh was exactly the same as Delia’s.

Hadley breathed in the beautiful clean air tinged with strawberries and chocolate, and admired the mountains dwarfing Eryas Castle. Her mind turned to the total and utter brilliance of the goats moving as one on Goat Day.

Yes, they had been really that splendiferous.

A maaah from the lawn made her look up. Gavin the goat stood watching them, wearing a dapper red beret, with holes cut into it to allow his ears and horns to protrude. Hadley’s eyes widened.

How?

‘Oh, that’s my doing. I made it for Gavin yesterday,’ her dad piped up, grinning. ‘It appears that Ludrovian goats adore my hats. Unlike Australian cats. The goats stand still while you place them on their heads and everything. No scratching.’

Gavin gambolled across the lawn and up the steps, clopping across the terrace to put his nose up to Mr Beaks’s cage. The little budgerigar hopped over to the wire and lightly pecked the goat’s nose. ‘Gavin!’ he said in a tone Hadley hadn’t heard him use before. She opened his cage door.

‘Um, I have a suggestion, Your Majesty,’ Lark spoke to the queen as Mr Beaks fluttered up to sit on one of Gavin’s horns. ‘Ludrovialand was obviously a terrible, horrible plan. I mean, obviously. Very horrible. For sure. But . . . I mean, maybe, do you think, maybe, there’d be room for just one rollercoaster in Ludrovia? I mean, it might be kind of fun.’

There was a long moment of silence until the queen clapped her hands with glee.

‘Fabamundo! Well done, Lark! Bartholomew, you are my ideas child. How about it? Perhaps you could work with Lark to design a really crazy rollercoaster in memory of your father, King Percival?’

‘You bet, Mother.’ Hadley’s dad seemed as excited as Lark. ‘What an idea! Oh, I’m on top of the macaron!’

On top of the moon? Hadley grinned and shook her head as her dad hurried around the table and began talking to an eager Lark.

‘I’m thinking we could wind the track around the castle, perhaps with a loop-de-loop from the tallest turret . . .’ His eyes widened. ‘We could include a Big Thing! How about a Big Goat?’

‘Oh dear,’ chuckled the queen, turning to Hadley, ‘what have I started?’ She hesitated, her laughter disappearing, then she reached into the pocket of her dress. ‘This is for you, Hadley.’

The queen opened her hand, a small brooch resting on her palm. It was silver, a bird with its wings stretched wide, glittering in the sun. She gestured for Hadley to take it.

Hadley ran her fingers over the cool metal. ‘It’s lovely, Grandmother. But why give it to me? Dad is the Birdbrain.’

‘Yes, he is. And I have given Bartholomew a similar brooch. But the prophecy also speaks of a younger Birdbrain. Smarter than the raven, wiser than the owl, eyes as sharp as an eagle. This Birdbrain, according to the prophecy, will go on to do great things for Ludrovia.’ She put her hand on Hadley’s. ‘This person, I believe, is you, Hadley.’

‘So the Birdbrain wasn’t, you know, a bird?’

‘No.’ The queen shrugged. ‘I mean, the prophecy was always unclear. But I knew it was Bartholomew, right from the moment he was born, I think. He always felt out of place in Ludrovia, though he loved it with his whole heart. He always believed he was useless. But I knew his time would come. That’s why I stood by when Chad Beaver dangled you over the balcony. I had faith that Bartholomew would save you.’ She smiled. ‘And he did. And now I’m blessed with two Birdbrains.’

‘Birdbrain! Birdbrain!’ Mr Beaks turned his beady eye to her. ‘Hadley Birdbrain.’

She turned the bird brooch over in her fingers.

The Birdbrain.

Hadley smiled. She liked the sound of that.

THE END
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