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Mabel and Will Greystone leaned out of the train window, waving goodbye to their parents.

“Have fun on your trip, darlings!” called Mum.

“We will!” said Will.

“I wish we could come!” Dad smiled.

“Me too!” called Mabel as her wild blonde hair whipped around in the breeze.

Mabel and Will’s parents were history professors at Ravenlock University in the country of Greenhaven. They couldn’t come on the trip as they had important work to finish during the holidays.

“I’ll look after them – don’t worry,” said Aunt Lucy from the open train window. She was Mum’s younger sister and a relic hunter, which meant she searched the world for special ancient objects. Mabel and Will always had fun with Aunt Lucy.

The Steam Flyer train whistle blew.

“Remember to stop and think, Mabel!” Mum said, her brow creased.

“Me?” Mabel said with pretend shock. She had a reputation for being a bit impulsive.

“And remember to seize the day, Will!” Dad said as he scrunched a fist in the air.

Will turned red. He tended to be shy and a bit more fearful than Mabel.

The whistle blew again, and the carriage jolted. Mum and Dad were swallowed in a chug of grey smoke as the great train set off.

“Goodbye!” called Mabel. She giggled as she spun and dropped into her seat. It didn’t take much for Mabel to get excited, but she’d never felt as fired up as she did today. She would miss Mum and Dad, of course, but this was her and Will’s first ever expedition to hunt relics across the seas.

Will shut the window and sat beside Mabel, brushing his trousers smooth with his palms. He straightened his sky‑blue bow tie. Mabel admired her new baggy beige trousers and stiff green shirt, which matched Aunt Lucy’s outfit, although Aunt Lucy also wore a red silk bandana tied at her neck and a fedora hat.

Aunt Lucy sat opposite them, her usual light grin on her face. Her pale green eyes always had a sparkle about them, and her expression was confident, which Mabel loved. Aunt Lucy took off her fedora hat and tucked a stray wisp of light brown hair behind her ear. “What do you think of the train, children?”

Mabel looked around at the red‑velvet sofas and the matching curtains with gold tie‑backs. Bronze picture rails and a crystal chandelier glinted. From the outside, Mabel had thought the Steam Flyer looked like a huge metal centipede, with its black carriages, and bronze wheels that were taller than her. But inside, the train was soft and plush.

“I feel like the president of Greenhaven!” said Mabel.

“A president would need more than two brain cells,” said the brown rucksack beside Aunt Lucy’s feet.

Mabel jumped up and looked at Aunt Lucy. “You brought Grimm!” she said.

Aunt Lucy gave a nod and reached for the rucksack. “I thought an adventure might stop Grimm moaning for a while!”

“I’d rather have stayed at home,” said the voice.

Mabel opened the bag. “Come here, you lovable grump,” she said, and swooped up Grimm – a stuffed cat.
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“Urgh,” Grimm said as Mabel cuddled him in her arms.

“Stop pretending you don’t love it!” Mabel told Grimm, hugging him tighter.

“I really don’t. Your hair’s in my mouth.”

Aunt Lucy had found Grimm on a relic dig in the north of the Bygone Lands a few years ago. She brought him back as an unusual pet for Mabel and Will to play with when they visited. No one knew how he was able to talk.

“Your fur needs a good brush, Grimm,” said Will, who always had neat hair and white shirts without creases. “And where’s the blue silk collar I made you?”

“Don’t you dare brush my fur,” Grimm replied. “I like it how it is.”

“Matted, dirty and smelling like old socks?” asked Will.

“It’s black, not dirty,” Grimm said. “And I don’t need a collar. I’m a stuffed cat. I’m hardly going to get lost.”

Mabel buried her head in his fur. Cats were her second favourite thing in the world, after mechanical relics, and Grimm was a bit of both. He was her number‑one sourpuss. “Grimm doesn’t smell,” Mabel said.

Grimm growled. “But you do. Put. Me. Down.”

Mabel hugged him closer as the Steam Flyer sped up and she was pinned back in her seat. The pistons roared as Ravenlock whizzed past, with its spiralling towers, iron‑roofed houses and crowded streets bustling with steam carriages.

“We’ll be on the upper canals soon,” said Aunt Lucy. “If this train is as fast as they promise, we’ll be at the coast by sunset.”

Ravenlock was the capital of Greenhaven and stretched over five hills. It was famous for its steam inventions and modern canal system. The Steam Flyer was the first train in the land to travel on both rail and water, and was the pride of the city.

The train began climbing steeply. The chandeliers rattled as they rose, then the train levelled again. There was a whoosh as they hit water and began gliding along a canal bridge.

“Cool!” Mabel said. She looked out of the window at the sprawling city growing smaller below.

“Right, we need to do an equipment check,” Aunt Lucy said, leaning forward. Will polished his wire‑framed glasses as Mabel whipped a notebook from her shirt pocket. “Ready?”

They nodded, and Aunt Lucy began pulling items from her bag and placing them on the seat beside her. “Magnifier, compass, binoculars, tool roll, brush set, trowels, spare set of clothes.” She paused and looked up at Will. “Camera?”
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Will tapped the camera around his neck. It was beautiful – gold with many fancy cogs and dials. “Mum let me bring her antique 565. She said it’s never let her down.”

Will might have been wary of adventure, but he was a keen photographer, so Aunt Lucy had tasked him to take pictures of their expedition.

Aunt Lucy continued her list. “Sleeping sacks, water bottles and food rations – we’ll pick up some more when we get to Marvolia. Extra map paper, pens, notebooks, money and emergency confetti.”

“Emergency confetti?” Will said, frowning.

Mabel had come across it when she’d once been playing games with Aunt Lucy. Mabel had cracked her first secret code puzzle, and Aunt Lucy had released a pocketful of confetti on her.

“To celebrate good news, of course,” Aunt Lucy said matter‑of‑factly. “And that just leaves the two most important items.” She grinned.

Mabel and Will glanced at each other with a smile. Aunt Lucy and their parents had been secretive about the actual mission of their trip. They said the less they knew beforehand, the better, because there were rival relic hunters in Ravenlock who would do anything to get their hands on what Aunt Lucy had discovered.

“Are you ready?” Aunt Lucy asked.

The children nodded.

Aunt Lucy took a map from a large tube and unfurled it. “I found this on a dig in south Marvolia last summer, in a small town called Alva. It was hidden in a tomb.”

The map was brown and mottled with age.

Mabel and Will leaned in.

“Does this map show the location of the relic we’ll be looking for?” asked Mabel.

“It’s not actually a relic,” Aunt Lucy replied. “It’s a place.”

Mabel’s eyes grew wide. A place sprang into her mind. Her parents had told her a Marvolian legend as a small child. It was her favourite story. “The lost town of Umber?” Mabel whispered.

Will frowned. “The what?”

“Don’t you remember the story?” Mabel said. “Umber was the first town in Marvolia – it’s said that’s where clockwork was invented.”

Will shrugged.

“It was a thriving town,” Mabel went on. “But legend has it that all the residents left suddenly, and over the years the town was lost to the forest. No one knows why the residents left. Something strange must have happened because there’s nothing written about it anywhere, only ancient rumours.”

“Mabel’s right,” said Aunt Lucy. “The last resident died hundreds of years ago, in exile in Alva. They took the secret of Umber’s location with them. People believe it’s in the western corner of Marvolia somewhere, but no one has managed to find it yet, despite many expeditions.”

Mabel gazed across the map. Marvolia was a large continent shaped a bit like a club from a deck of cards.

This map was vastly different to the modern ones of Marvolia, which had far more towns and cities on them. This old map only showed a handful of small towns, and the land features seemed rather muddled.

“Do you notice anything odd about the map?” Aunt Lucy asked.

“Well, much of it doesn’t make sense,” Mabel replied. “Like this gorge in the west doesn’t exist on modern maps. But maybe it disappeared over many years. I guess much of this great forest has gone, and I don’t remember a crater in the centre. And what does this part say?”

The writing had been smudged over time, but Mabel managed to read a sentence at the bottom. “The key is in the turn.”

She shrugged but then suddenly saw something else, tucked into the shadow of a mountain range in the north‑west. There was a small cluster of buildings without a town name. Mabel’s gaze shot to Aunt Lucy.

Aunt Lucy’s bright eyes glinted. She nodded encouragingly.

“Whoever made this map wanted to conceal Umber but wanted to remember the location for themselves, so they left the name off!” Mabel guessed.

Aunt Lucy’s grin broadened. “Indeed,” she said. “That’s what I thought.”

Then Mabel had another thought. “Wait, you said that you had two other important things. What’s the second?”

Aunt Lucy grinned and passed Mabel a package the size of her hand, wrapped in leather.

Mabel was about to open it when Aunt Lucy suddenly twisted in her seat. She was looking at the red‑velvet curtain that covered the door to their compartment. She put a finger to her lips.

A shadow moved behind the curtain.

Someone had been listening at the door.
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Aunt Lucy indicated to Mabel that she should hide the package. Then she let go of the map so that it rolled up, and whipped the curtain back.

A man with a square jaw loomed in the doorway, a grin on his face. He smoothed his dark, greased‑back hair with his hand. He had small, piercing blue eyes below thick black eyebrows and a stubbled beard. “Well, well!” he bellowed. “What a coincidence to be in the carriage next to you!”

Mabel recognised the man from the Ravenlock newspapers: he was Byron Cogsworth. Mum and Dad had always said they wouldn’t trust him as far as they could throw him. Mabel thought this wouldn’t be far at all because Byron Cogsworth was as wide as a steam tank, with arms as thick as tree trunks.

Aunt Lucy raised an eyebrow. “Indeed,” she said. “What a coincidence to see you here.”
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Byron Cogsworth’s gaze flitted to the rolled‑up map in Aunt Lucy’s hands. “Off on a relic hunt, Dr Greystone?” he asked.

“I’m just on holiday with my niece and nephew. How about you?”

Cogsworth waved a hand breezily. “I heard there was a new lead on a certain lost town in Marvolia. I thought I’d take a little trip and see what turns up.” He smiled slyly as he added, “You haven’t heard anything, have you?”

“Not a thing,” Aunt Lucy said, and shrugged. “Now we must let you return to your business. Good day to you, Mr Cogsworth.”

He paused, then gave a nod and walked on down the carriage.

Aunt Lucy waited until she was sure he’d gone, then spoke. “I should have known. Your mum said Cogsworth’s been sniffing around the museums, asking questions about Umber.”

“But he doesn’t have the map, and there’s no copy as far as you know?” asked Mabel.

“No, but you can be sure he’ll stay close to us now or even try to take the map from us. Keep that package safe in your pocket until Port Quill, Mabel. It’s too risky to talk about it here.”

Soon, they pulled into the port. They packed up and put Grimm in the rucksack, then left the Steam Flyer and headed for an enormous copper airship at the dock. The Holmes Airship was shaped like a bullet. Its propellers gleamed in the afternoon sun.

“It will take ten hours to reach Marvolia,” Aunt Lucy said. “Time for dinner and a good sleep before we arrive at sunrise.”

They clambered aboard the metal gangplank and walked into the lower carriage of the airship. Mabel noticed that Byron Cogsworth never seemed to be more than a few paces away from them.

When they found their compartment, they quickly shut the metal door and blinds.

“We should keep our voices down, just in case,” said Aunt Lucy. “But now, the package.”

“Let me back out first!” called Grimm from the rucksack.

“Aw, poor Grimm.” Mabel pulled him out and fluffed his ears. Then she took the package and unwrapped it with fast fingers. She’d been dying to know what was inside since Byron Cogsworth had interrupted them.

A large clockwork key shone in Mabel’s hand. “Wow! That must be for a big machine.”

“Can I photograph it?” Will asked, and held his camera ready.

Aunt Lucy nodded. “Unusual, isn’t it? I found it with the map in the tomb in Alva. I’ve cleaned it up a bit. It’s very smooth and polished metal.”

It had a large, shiny gold head, and its tip was shaped like a wonky star.

“What’s it for?” Mabel asked.

Aunt Lucy shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out if we discover Umber. But there’s a problem,” she said, unfurling a modern map of Marvolia. “I’ve marked where previous hunts have taken place, and the area where we think Umber is has already been searched. Either they’ve missed something, or ...”

“Or?” Mabel asked, wondering what Aunt Lucy was on to.

Aunt Lucy raised one eyebrow. “Or something is wrong with the map.”

“The key is in the turn,” Mabel read from the map again.

She studied the map even closer, then looked at the key. On the map, the shape of the crater that no longer existed seemed suddenly familiar.

“Why are you blinking a lot?” asked Grimm.

“Mabel does that when she’s thinking. What is it?” Will asked.

“The crater. I think it’s the same shape as the end of the key!”
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“But you can hardly put the key in and open the map,” Grimm said, and tutted.

Aunt Lucy jumped up. “Brilliant, Mabel! Try to match it up.”

Mabel aligned it so that the key was upright on the map.

“Try turning it,” suggested Will.

Nothing happened.

“It must mean something,” Aunt Lucy said as she drummed her fingers on the table.

“A turn can be a flip!” Mabel realised. She leaned to look at the shiny head of the key. She could see her own reflection in it clearly.

She raised her head a bit, keeping the key upright. “If I look a little from above, I can see the map in the key head, like a mirror!”

Mabel’s heart jumped. “That’s why no one’s found the lost town of Umber in the north‑west of Marvolia. The key is in the turn. Like a flip of the map. It’s a mirror view! Umber isn’t in the north‑west. It’s in the north‑east!”

Mabel grabbed her notebook and drew a quick sketch of the map of Marvolia in reverse. Aunt Lucy and Will watched intently.
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“Holy moly, you’re right, Mabel!” Aunt Lucy said, and clapped her hands together. “The gorge that didn’t make sense in the west is what we now call the Paramo River in the east. We’ll need a cog cruiser to get there!”

“My photographs are going to be epic!” said Will. He took a snap of Mabel and Aunt Lucy hugging with excitement.

“You’re forgetting something,” said Grimm. “Byron Cogsworth isn’t going to let you out of his sight.”

Mabel knew Grimm was right. “Maybe we could give him the slip when we dock in Marvolia?” she suggested.

After a pause, Aunt Lucy said, “I have a better idea. Rather than give Cogsworth the slip, why don’t we give him the lead?”

“What?” both children exclaimed.

“We’ll head to dinner soon,” Aunt Lucy went on. “Why don’t we accidentally leave our cabin unlocked? We’ll take the clockwork key with us but leave the map rolled up on a seat.”

“What if he takes it?” asked Mabel.

“I don’t think he’d risk being accused of theft, but he would sneak a look. Cogsworth will see Umber is in the west, and I bet he’ll be off like a shot when we reach land! I’ll leave a piece of paper wedged between the door and the doorframe. If it’s on the floor when we get back, we’ll know he’s been inside.”

“Sneaky,” remarked Grimm. “I like it!”
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Aunt Lucy’s plan worked just as she’d wanted. After dinner, they found the piece of paper on the floor. The map was still where they’d left it. When they docked in south Marvolia, Byron Cogsworth was first off the airship.

Marvolia was a little warmer than Ravenlock, so Mabel, Will and Aunt Lucy quickly rolled up their sleeves. They stocked up on food supplies at the market, then walked to the east of town to hire a cog cruiser.

Aunt Lucy explained to Mabel and Will that their budget was tight, so their only choice was an old boat. It had paddles you had to wind up, peeling red paint and rusty brown railings. The cog cruiser’s name was painted on the side, Mary‑Lou, which Mabel thought suited her perfectly.

They began their long journey up the river.

Now they knew the map was a mirror image, it was much easier to fit the old map with the modern one. They made good progress and sailed happily, apart from Grimm complaining about river sickness. They took turns winding the paddles, and Aunt Lucy even let Mabel steer. Will snapped pictures of every hill, field and creature they passed.

After a night’s sleep docked on a bank, they travelled on up a smaller river. This would lead them deep into the north‑east of Marvolia.

They eventually docked at the furthest point the Mary‑Lou could take them and tied her to a thick tree. Mabel noted the coordinates. From here they would have to trek on foot.

The ancient forest grew denser the further they went. The tree trunks were like soldiers crowding together to protect whatever was beyond. Light from the sky barely made it to the ground. They stumbled and tripped over mossy branches that tangled around them.

After a few hours of slow progress, a mist seeped around their feet.
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They sat down on the roots of a tree as wide as a steam carriage, drank some water and ate bread, cheese and apples.

“I can’t tell if it’s nightfall already or just dark because of the thick canopy above,” said Aunt Lucy. “Perhaps we should set up camp here.”

Mabel wound up her pocket torch and studied the map. “But we’re so close!”

The mist swirled in white swathes around their feet and grew thicker by the minute.

“The edge of the mountains is close, and this looks like it could be a cave. We can camp there,” suggested Aunt Lucy, pointing at a spot on the map.

Mabel nodded reluctantly.

“Right, just a little further then,” Aunt Lucy said. “Everyone make sure your torches are wound.” She took a rope from her bag and joined the three of them together, looping the rope through their belt hoops. “That’s better. I wouldn’t forgive myself if either of you got lost, and neither would your parents!”

They continued on. The trees remained dense, but the ground became more rocky.

After a while, Mabel’s torch hit a solid bank of wall. “There!” she said.

“Good. Let’s find the entrance and get a fire lit,” said Aunt Lucy.

They followed the wall of rock until it opened up to a small cave entrance.

“We’re just in time,” said Aunt Lucy. “This mist is becoming impossible to pass.”

Mabel’s foot hit something hard. She looked down and squinted into the mist, trying to clear it with her hand. “I’ve found steps! Human‑made steps!”
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Mabel, Will and Aunt Lucy hurried up the staircase outside the cave. The stone dipped in the middle, worn down by ancient footsteps, and they emerged into trees on flatter ground. The forest was less dense here, and the mist was thinner. The grey triangle of a mountain loomed above the trees, with the afterglow of the sunset behind it.

The path continued. It was made of cobbles so old they looked as if they’d suffered an earthquake. Beyond, past the mist, different shapes came into view: large, warped rectangles of old buildings.

“It’s Umber!” Mabel breathed, her heart now hammering wildly.

“Incredible!” said Aunt Lucy. “We found it!”

They hurried towards the buildings, whooping, grinning and high‑fiving. It was tricky to see in the fading light with just their torches, but there were many old houses, all with crooked walls.

The discovery made them forget their tiredness from the journey. They went inside one of the nearest houses, and Aunt Lucy shone her torch around. The windows were covered in ivy, and a tree had grown into the back door. “There’s a hole in the roof, but it looks safe enough for us to camp here. It’s stood for many hundreds of years, so another night should be fine!”

Aunt Lucy made a fire in an ancient fireplace and then used a little of her water and some carrots, potatoes and beans to make a stew. They rolled out their sleeping mats and made excited plans for the next day.

Will fell asleep first, clutching his camera to his chest, then Aunt Lucy. But something was playing on Mabel’s mind, keeping her awake. She held the clockwork key and turned it in her hands. It glinted in the soft moonlight. She had the feeling that the key had to be about more than the map. She decided that tomorrow she would do her best to find the machine which the key belonged to. Perhaps they’d make an even more amazing discovery to take back to Ravenlock!

Eventually, Mabel fell asleep, still wondering about what marvels she might find.
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Mabel was awake first the next morning. She looked across at Grimm and swooped him into a hug. “I was worried it was all a dream, but we’re here!” Mabel said.

“Don’t you ever rest?” yawned Grimm.

“Not if I can help it. Come on!” Mabel hurried outside.

The mist had cleared, and it was a dry but cloudy day. In daylight, it became clear just how old Umber was. Nature had enveloped the buildings, and the roofs of the houses had fallen and decayed. The brickwork had crumbled, ferns burst from doorways and ivy wrapped round fallen window shutters. A dried‑up well was at the centre of the old town square.

Mabel turned to a fresh page in her notebook and made an initial sketch. Then she hurried from building to building, searching for a mechanical object that might fit the key.

“Morning, Mabel!” called Aunt Lucy. “No sitting still for you, I see! Will and I are toasting fruit buns for breakfast. Do you want one?”

The smell of toasted fruit buns made Mabel’s stomach growl, and she dashed inside to join them. “Morning, Aunt Lucy! Morning, Will! There are some brilliant buildings to photograph here.”



[image: ]

“We’ve found some old vessels and pots. Remember to photograph the details too, Will,” said Aunt Lucy.

“Where’s all the furniture?” asked Mabel.

“It would have been made of organic material like wood, so it’s likely rotted away to nothing. That’s why the roof beams and window frames have mostly caved in. But things made of stone, clay and some metal should have survived.”

“Oh, I see.” Mabel nodded.

“The interesting thing is that there’s a cluster of cups and plates in the centre of the room,” said Aunt Lucy, pointing.

“Perhaps they were sitting on a table?” suggested Mabel.

“Indeed. But if you were leaving a village, wouldn’t you take such useful items with you?”

Mabel jumped up. Ideas sparked like fireworks inside her head. “They might have been eating a meal when they left! It’s evidence that the villagers did abandon Umber very suddenly!”

Aunt Lucy nodded. “That would fit the legend. But what made them leave in such a hurry? It will be one thing for us to take the amazing discovery of Umber back to Ravenlock. But if we could tell the story of what happened here too, it would be incredible.”

“Perhaps there was an earthquake?” suggested Mabel. “Or maybe the well dried up?” She looked around. The floor of what had once been someone’s home was littered with broken glass and clay vessels, as if there had been a fight. “Perhaps they were rivals with a nearby town and were forced away in a battle?”

“Perhaps an annoying child was getting on their nerves and they ran away from them? I could relate to that,” said Grimm.

Mabel stroked his head. “Shh, sourpuss. I’m thinking.”

“They’re all good theories,” said Aunt Lucy. “I suggest we leave the items we’ve found where they are and simply photograph and document them. We’ll see what we discover as we go, but don’t get too carried away. Without strong evidence of what happened, we might never know the full story. It’s all part of being a relic hunter.”

Mabel nodded, but in her bones she could feel there was a story here to uncover, and she was determined to do it. “I spotted a taller stone building at the far side of the town,” she said. “It looked like an old clock tower. Perhaps it was the first in Marvolia. There might be evidence there that this town did invent clockwork mechanics.”

“Then that might be a good place to start.” Aunt Lucy smiled. “We’ll finish up documenting here, then head over.”

They walked to the far side of the town together, marvelling at the way the buildings had been reclaimed by nature. The streets were also littered with pieces of glass and ceramics. Mabel was certain there had been some sort of fight when the residents had left.

In the tower, they found a large collection of metal cogs and mechanisms. There were also some old tools scattered around. It looked like it had once been a workshop.

“Perhaps this is where the key was made?” suggested Mabel. But she couldn’t find any kind of machine that it would fit.

“Try not to move anything,” Aunt Lucy reminded them. “This looks like an important site, so we need to photograph and list these objects carefully. It’s going to take time.”

“In that case, I’m going to explore some more of the town,” Mabel said, leaving them to it. “Come on, Grimm.”

“I hardly have a choice,” he said from under her arm.

Mabel continued sketching the town while also hunting for objects that might fit the key. She couldn’t find anything. By late afternoon, she was growing impatient.

She reached the edge of Umber and sighed heavily. The sun in the west sent gleaming beams through the trees beyond, and something caught Mabel’s eye. There was another tower within the treetops in the distant forest.

“Whatever can that be?” she said with wonder.
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Mabel began hurrying towards the building amongst the trees.

“We should tell Aunt Lucy,” warned Grimm.

“She’s busy logging relics,” Mabel replied. “Besides, we don’t know what it is yet.”

As she approached the tower, Mabel slowed and her mouth dropped open. The structure was swamped with vines, but she could still tell that this wasn’t an ordinary building.

“It’s some sort of small palace,” said Grimm. It was the first time Mabel had ever heard him sound impressed.

She squeezed him with excitement. “I think it is!”

There were steps and a banister covered with moss that curved up to great stone doors almost hidden by ivy and vines.

“I wonder what’s inside,” Mabel said, and took a step up.

“We should go and tell Aunt ... Oh, never mind!” Grimm stopped himself. “This is far too curious. Let’s take a look.”

“I knew you’d come round to my way of thinking.” Mabel smiled and hurried up the steps. With some effort, she forced the stone doors open and made a space big enough to slip inside.

The doors led directly to a huge room. The roof was tiled and still intact, but the frames of the windows high above had rotted, leaving smashed glass at the edges. Mabel guessed the black‑and‑white tiled floor had once been glossy, but it was now littered with leaves. The wall panels were decorated with faded gold leaf. Suits of armour covered in dust lined the edges of the room like a parade of knights on guard. Above Mabel hung a dusty chandelier thick with spiderwebs.

But at the end of the room was something that made Mabel’s heart skip a beat.

A person.

Shocked, Mabel stumbled back, then realised that the person had not reacted to seeing them. They were entirely still.

“Hello?” Mabel said.

She took a step closer. The figure was in shadow but looked to be around her height and wore a stiff long dress. The person’s arms were outstretched as if about to grasp someone in a hug, yet they didn’t move.

“I thought you were weird, but this person is weirder,” whispered Grimm. “Who is she?”
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Mabel stepped across the floor. As she neared the girl, she realised her dress was made of metal and that her face was smooth — like a perfect porcelain doll. She stood by a metal throne, her expression frozen.

“How strange,” Mabel mumbled. She walked around the statue, taking in the detail of her jewelled headdress, her perfect features, glassy eyes and metal joints. “Who would make a princess doll?”

Then Mabel noticed something in the statue’s back. A hole shaped like a crooked star. She gasped. It couldn’t be! She took the clockwork key from her pocket. The pattern matched perfectly.

“Mabel,” Grimm warned.

But Mabel couldn’t possibly wait. She put the key in the doll’s back and turned it, then scrunched her hands up and stood back.

Mabel watched the doll intently, but it didn’t move. Of course it didn’t. It had been like this for hundreds of years and was likely broken. She put her hands on her hips and looked around the room. Perhaps there was some oil or tools she could use.

“Hello,” said a voice. “Have you seen my music box?”

Mabel clamped a hand to her mouth. Slowly, she turned back to the doll. It had spoken!

“Hello!” the doll said again as Mabel faced her. Then, with creaking joints, the doll’s arms moved stiffly to her sides.

“You’re ...” Mabel searched for the right word. Awake? Alive? “A clockwork doll!”

“Princess, actually,” she said. “Have you seen my music box?”

She was incredible. Her voice was so realistic.

“My music box?” the clockwork princess repeated.

Mabel frowned. “Your music box?” she asked.

The clockwork princess nodded and smiled.

“I’ll look around for you,” said Mabel.

“Thank you.”

Mabel could feel the princess watching her as she searched the ballroom for any sign of a music box. “So, have you any idea how long you’ve been asleep?” Mabel asked.

The princess reached behind her back and wound the key some more. “Where are the people?” she asked.

“They must have forgotten her when they left the town,” Grimm whispered to Mabel.

Mabel looked at the princess again. “Er, you seem to be the only one here, I’m afraid.”

“You’re here,” said the clockwork princess.

“Yes, and my brother and aunt are nearby too,” Mabel said. “I can’t wait to show you to them!”

“Have you found my music box?”

“I’m still looking.” Mabel was worried that if the music box was wooden, it might have crumbled with time. Then she searched a large pile of leaves that had built up close to the throne. Mabel’s hands felt a solid object. She pulled out a glass box filled with little cogs and mechanisms.

“My music box!” the clockwork princess said, smiling.

The golden sunset cast an orange filter across the floor. Mabel knew she should get back to Aunt Lucy and Will soon. They’d be worried about her.

“Here,” Mabel said, and passed the clockwork princess the music box.

“Thank you. It keeps me ... company.”

“Right. Good, because I’ve got to go. Just for now — I’ll be back.”

The clockwork princess smiled more widely. “I know you will.”
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Mabel hurried back to Umber. By the time she reached the ancient buildings, dusk was casting a navy light on the town.

“There you are!” called Aunt Lucy. “Will and I have cooked up a warm broth for supper.”

“Sorry, I got distracted by something in the forest,” Mabel explained. “Just wait until you hear!”
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Over dinner, Mabel told Aunt Lucy and Will all about her amazing discovery.

“Wow!” said Will.

“That sounds incredible,” Aunt Lucy exclaimed. “It seems people from that time were even further developed in clockwork than we thought. I should very much like to see the clockwork princess.” Aunt Lucy looked to the window. “But it’s almost dark. We’ll have to go first thing.”

Mabel’s chest felt heavy with disappointment, but she felt sure the clockwork princess would have wound down by now. It could wait until the morning.

“We found something too,” Aunt Lucy added, and held out an old, tatty leather notebook. “It only survived because it was buried in a metal box in the clock tower, but it’s very frail. It’s some sort of diary. Much of it is faded and so many words are missing that I haven’t got very far reading it.”

“What have you read?” Mabel asked.

“I believe it belonged to a clockwork inventor called Floriana. There’s something about needing a leader and that people can’t decide. Then the handwriting changes, as if someone else took over writing it.” Aunt Lucy shrugged. “Let’s get some sleep and see what tomorrow brings.”
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The following morning, Mabel was surprised to wake to sun on her face. She blinked and looked at the sky where the roof had once been. The sun was overhead, so it was likely midday.

Yawning, she propped herself on her elbows and looked over at Will and Aunt Lucy. They were still sleeping.

“How strange,” Mabel said.

“It’s about time you woke up,” said Grimm from beside her.

Mabel nudged Will.

“Get off,” he moaned sleepily.

“Will, it’s midday,” Mabel said. “We must have slept in.”

Aunt Lucy woke with a frown, blinking and looking at the sun above. “What topsy‑turvy nonsense is this? It must be lunch‑time.”

“I still feel tired,” said Mabel, unable to contain another yawn.

“Me too,” said Will.

Mabel brushed a few white strings from her trousers. “We slept so long I’ve got cobwebs on me.”

“It must be all the travel catching up with us,” said Aunt Lucy. “Which means we’ve lost half the day. We’d better have breakfast, then head to your discovery, Mabel.”

They ate in sleepy silence, then set off for the palace. Mabel led the way, but when they reached the clockwork princess, she was as still as a statue again.

“I’ll just need to wind her up,” said Mabel, turning the key in her back.

She waited for a moment, but nothing happened.

“It’s impressive, but are you sure it wasn’t just your imagination?” Will asked. “To find a working relic after all this time would be unlikely.”

“I didn’t imagine it,” Mabel said weakly. She couldn’t see the music box either.

“Well, it’s a stunning discovery, Mabel, even if it’s broken,” said Aunt Lucy. She patted Mabel on the back, then yawned again. “Oh, dear me! I still feel quite exhausted.”

“Me too,” said Will, sitting on the floor and rubbing his feet. “My soles ache after all the walking.”
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Aunt Lucy inspected the clockwork princess. “She’s too big to transport back with us without special equipment. I suggest we take lots of pictures and document as much as we can. If we can show the museums of Marvolia City, they might help us bring her back to put on display. Something this important should remain in the country of origin. Perhaps you can draw a plan of the palace building, Mabel, while Will takes photographs.”

But Mabel was standing looking at the clockwork princess’s eyes. They were glassy and lifeless. “I didn’t imagine it,” Mabel said.

“You didn’t,” agreed Grimm. “Perhaps it was a last burst of clockwork energy before she finally broke?”

Mabel nodded. “Perhaps.”
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When they’d finished their notes and photographs, they returned to Umber.

“We’ve archived as much as we can,” said Aunt Lucy. “Perhaps we should head back in the morning.”

But the next morning, they woke at midday again, exhausted once more.

“How strange. Perhaps we’ve picked up an illness,” suggested Aunt Lucy.

“I just feel tired,” yawned Mabel. She reached to pluck a leaf from Aunt Lucy’s hair and noticed a twig sticking out of her own.

“Me too. Unless I have an illness that makes your feet ache,” Will said, rubbing them.

Aunt Lucy frowned. “Well, it’s too late for us to head back to the cog cruiser now. We need a full day to travel or we’ll be camping in the forest. These ruins might be roofless, but we have a good camp. I suggest you both have one more look around town today while I try to work out some more of this diary.”

Mabel and Will dug carefully with trowels in some of the ruins. In one building they unearthed a metal box filled with old shoe soles.

They met Aunt Lucy back at their camp later. “There seem to be a lot of shoe soles here for a small town,” Mabel told Aunt Lucy.

“Curious. And I worked out some more of the diary,” Aunt Lucy said. “The town couldn’t choose a leader, so Floriana decided to make something to help them: a clockwork princess. Then there’s a big gap in time and the diary is written by someone else called Anka. It seems Floriana sadly passed away. Anka said something strange was happening in the village. Everything fell into chaos and mess, and everyone was lazy. But the shoemaker was busy, at least.” Aunt Lucy looked up at Mabel and Will and shrugged. “It doesn’t make much sense, does it?”

“Anything else?” Mabel asked. She felt as if they had random pieces of a jigsaw that didn’t quite fit.

“There’s also something about the people becoming tired,” Aunt Lucy added. “Anka wrote: ‘like they have all been walking in their sleep’.”

They all glanced at each other.

“That sounds like the problem we’ve been having,” said Mabel.

“It might explain my achy feet!” said Will.

“Surely we’d remember if we were going somewhere in our sleep?” said Aunt Lucy.

Mabel’s eyes widened as she thought about the previous days. “It might be why I had cobwebs on my clothes and the leaves and twigs in our hair?”

Aunt Lucy’s forehead pinched as she thought. “Indeed, that might suggest we’ve been sleepwalking.”

Mabel looked at the glittering fragments of glass jars lying on the floor. “Perhaps we can stay awake and find out?”

“Then we wouldn’t be asleep for it to happen,” said Aunt Lucy. “Anyway, I don’t think any of us could stay awake tonight if we tried. We’re all exhausted again. Even Grimm.” She looked down at the stuffed cat, who was snoring in Mabel’s lap.

Mabel hated not being able to work things out. She was always looking for the answer to a mystery, hoping to earn the emergency confetti. Mabel paused and smiled. “I have an idea! We could use the emergency confetti!”

“Er, we have a problem, not a reason to celebrate,” said Will.

“I’m going to unpick the seam in my trouser pocket to make a small hole,” Mabel explained. “Then I’ll fill it with confetti, and when we wake up, we can follow the trail!”

“That’s a great idea.” Aunt Lucy nodded, impressed.

After putting their plan in place, they all fell asleep.
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The next day, Mabel woke at midday, still tired. She beamed as she spotted a trail of confetti leading out of the door.

Mabel shook the others awake. “Come on! It worked!”

They followed the trail across the town to the north, where it continued into the forest.

“It’s heading towards the palace! I knew it would!” Mabel said as she strode on. “There’s something going on with the clockwork princess. I knew she was pretending not to be awake when we went back.”

Mabel was about to charge up the stairs, but Aunt Lucy held her back. “Stop and think, Mabel. To get to the bottom of the Umber mystery, we need to be sure before jumping in.”

“What do you mean?”

“If the clockwork princess is somehow behind this, we might not want to alert her. We should think through our tactics. Perhaps it’s sensible to return to Umber and try to read more of the diary.”

“That’s a good point,” said Will.

“I agree,” said Grimm.

Mabel was keen to confront the clockwork princess, but she was outnumbered. “OK,” she said reluctantly.
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They spent the rest of the afternoon trying to read the diary. It was hard to make sense of the faded writing.

“We should flip to the end so we can get the most important information,” said Aunt Lucy.

“What’s this word here?” asked Mabel.

“I think it’s slumber,” Aunt Lucy said. “It says the village was in chaos because the people were always tired. No one was doing their jobs. They started to jokingly call the town Slumber.”

Mabel slapped a hand to her head. “Their name for it must have got shortened or misheard across the years and become Umber!”

The pieces of the mystery were starting to come together.

“Anka says that without Floriana they didn’t know what to do,” Aunt Lucy went on. “And it says something here about ‘music that charms’?”

A thought hit Mabel like an electrical bolt. “The music box!” she said. “I forgot! The clockwork princess asked for it. I found it under some leaves in the hall and gave it to her.”

“What music box? I don’t remember photographing one,” said Will.

“She must have hidden it from us when we came back,” Mabel replied.

Aunt Lucy tapped her chin. “There was a relic once found in a region of the Endless Lands — a flute that had the power to charm animals and make them follow it. It had sounds hidden in the music that tapped into a special region of their brains.”

“Magic!” said Mabel.

“And very scientific,” Aunt Lucy said. “It was some sort of past invention that got lost to time, I suspect. There’s something in the musical notes that affects the listener. A message that draws them to the music.”

Will nodded. “The clockwork princess must have used the music box to enchant the people of Umber,” he said. “But why?”

“And why is she doing it to us?” asked Aunt Lucy.

“I don’t know. But I have an idea of how we can find out,” said Mabel.
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Mabel passed around some tissues. “We need to block out the music with earplugs and pretend to be in a trance.”

“Then how will we know that the music has started?” asked Will.

Mabel hadn’t thought of that. “We’ll have to guess, but the clockwork princess probably waits until we are well asleep.”

Grimm stuck his nose in the air and twitched it. “I have very sensitive whiskers. If I’m awake, I will feel the vibration of the music across the distance.”

“Brilliant!” Mabel said, and drew him into a hug.

“Yuck,” Grimm complained.

“Then our plan is to pretend we are in a trance and go to the palace,” said Aunt Lucy. “We’ll see what the clockwork princess is up to, stop the music box and confront her.”

Mabel nodded. “All we have to do is wait.”
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It was a little before midnight. Mabel’s eyes were drooping when Grimm tapped her with his paw.

She nudged Will and Aunt Lucy, who both stood and nodded.

They headed across the town and into the forest in the direction of the palace.

“Remember not to talk when we get there,” Mabel shouted.

“You’re shouting!” called Grimm.

“Sorry! I wasn’t sure what you could hear with the earplugs!”

Aunt Lucy put her fingers to her lips and mouthed, “Don’t talk.” She mimed zipping her lips.

They continued in silence until the palace came into view. Aunt Lucy led the way up the steps, and the doors opened as they reached them.

The clockwork princess was standing in the middle of the room, waiting.

What now? Mabel thought. She scanned for the music box and saw it open beside the throne, the cogs turning wildly.

The clockwork princess opened her arms wide, and Aunt Lucy grasped them. Aunt Lucy seemed to understand at the same moment as Mabel. They were coming here to dance!

The clockwork princess began swirling Aunt Lucy around in some sort of waltz. Mabel and Will hesitated and looked at each other.

“Ew,” mouthed Will at the idea of dancing with his sister.

“Come on!” Mabel mouthed back. “We need to play along.” She set Grimm on the floor.

Mabel and Will clasped hands, but both walked forward, slamming into each other.

“Sideways,” mouthed Mabel.

Will nodded, his cheeks red. But they went in opposite directions, and their arms lurched. Aunt Lucy glared at them as she spun past like a pro with the clockwork princess.

Mabel knew they had to look natural or the princess would know that they weren’t really in a trance. So they tried their best to copy what Aunt Lucy and the clockwork princess were doing.

They twirled stiffly past her towards the music box. “Get nearer!” Mabel mouthed to Will as they spun behind the clockwork princess, trying to make it look as effortless as possible.

Nearer and nearer they went, until they were within one spin of the music box.

Mabel reached out an arm towards it, but the clockwork princess grabbed her hand. She swapped partners from Aunt Lucy to Mabel, spinning away from the box.

Mabel did her best to stay looking like she was in a trance, but the clockwork princess had a tight grip on her hands. Mabel was trying hard not to frown.

Aunt Lucy and Will were now dancing together, and they neared the box.

Mabel had to distract the princess to give them a chance. With a quick spin, she flipped the princess backwards in a dramatic lunge. Aunt Lucy saw her opportunity and slammed the lid of the music box shut.

The clockwork princess released her grip on Mabel and looked around, confused.

Mabel removed her earplugs. She fixed the clockwork princess with a hard glare. “Care to tell us what you’re playing at?” Mabel asked.

The princess’s eyes narrowed.

“I see you’ve figured it out,” she said, “like the villagers eventually did. But you were much faster. It’s such a pity. It’s so much more fun if I can control you like this, but if I have to rule by force, then so be it.”
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The princess grabbed Mabel’s wrists tightly again.

“Ow!” Mabel cried.

Aunt Lucy and Will ran over.

“Let go of her!” Aunt Lucy demanded.

“Who are you to tell me what to do?” the clockwork princess replied.

“And who are you to make us come here and dance?” said Aunt Lucy.

“I am the ruler!” the clockwork princess said. “I was created to rule, and you will do as I say.”

Mabel glanced at Aunt Lucy, hoping for answers.

“Early clockwork was very erratic,” Aunt Lucy said to Mabel and Will. “I’m sure the clockwork inventor, Floriana, created the princess with good intentions, but she must have given her too much power. The princess went out of control when Floriana died, and the rest of the village didn’t have the skills to fix her.”

Mabel turned back to the princess. “But why make us dance?” she asked her.

“Isn’t a princess meant to have fun before I make you do my chores? There are still steps to sweep, armour to shine and cogs to oil.”

“No wonder we’ve been exhausted,” said Will.

“You don’t lead by forcing people to do things,” Mabel said. She tried to yank her arm away, but the princess was too strong.

“You’re meant to be a princess,” said Aunt Lucy. “Having power doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want. You should be ashamed! No wonder the villagers ran away when they realised what you were doing.”

The princess nodded towards the suits of armour at the edge of the room. “I sent my knights after them, but the villagers took my key. The knights would not have been able to follow them far from me if I couldn’t move, and eventually they returned here.”

“That’s why there were signs of a fight in town. It’s why the villagers left so suddenly,” said Aunt Lucy.

“Let us go,” said Mabel, struggling in the princess’s grip.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the clockwork princess said. Her eyes became as black as ink in her pale face. “I’ve waited hundreds of years for the chance to return. And now I see I was not only meant to rule this town, but the entire world. Everyone should bow to my power.”

“Your programming definitely needs adjusting!” said Mabel.

The clockwork princess’s grip tightened further. Mabel began to lose feeling in her hands.

“Stay calm – we’ll get you out of this,” said Aunt Lucy.

“You’re mine now, and you’re not going anywhere,” the clockwork princess told Mabel. She looked at the tin knights at the edge of the hall. “Guards!”

The tin knights stood to attention.

“They must be clockwork too but connected to her by some sort of wireless signal so they always return to her,” said Aunt Lucy.

The princess gave a smile. “And they will fight to the death for me.”

The knights drew their swords, then turned to face Will and Aunt Lucy.

“Are they real swords?” Will asked. His voice trembled and was higher than usual. Mabel worried that he would never want to come away on an adventure like this again.

Aunt Lucy took on a fighting stance for the oncoming battle. “Your mum and dad are going to ban our trips after this!”

It was impossible for Mabel to pull away from the princess. The knights closed in on Will and Aunt Lucy. Mabel had to stop the princess, to get away and at least help Will. Then she heard another voice.

“Mabel! Mabel!”

“What?” Mabel said grumpily. “Can’t you see I’m in a situation here?” She looked down to see Grimm on the floor where she’d placed him earlier. He was right behind the princess.

“Don’t try to pull your arms away – push!” said Grimm.

His idea became clear. Mabel did as Grimm said and pushed with all her strength. The clockwork princess teetered backwards into Grimm. She lost her balance and clattered to the floor, letting go of Mabel’s wrists.

“Run for the door!” Aunt Lucy ordered.

The three of them rushed towards the exit, but the tin knights were close behind.

“They’re cutting off the way out!” cried Mabel.

The three of them skidded to a stop.

“We’ll have to fight them,” Aunt Lucy said. She fumbled at her belt, pulled off a rope and swiftly tied a knot in it to make a lasso.

“Look out!” cried Will as a tin knight strode forward with a sword.

Aunt Lucy spun round and began twirling the rope over her head.

[image: ]

The knight raised his sword as he neared. Aunt Lucy let the rope fly above the knight’s head so it fell over his sword and body. She gave a hard tug of the end of the rope in her hand, tightening the loop around the knight’s legs. He clattered to the floor.

“Mabel, grab his sword and I’ll get the rope,” Aunt Lucy instructed.

In an instant, Mabel had grabbed the sword from where it had fallen. She directed it towards another knight heading their way. “Er, what do I do now?” Mabel asked.

Aunt Lucy was looping her lasso in the air again. She brought the second knight down with a crash. But she hadn’t noticed the clockwork princess was back on her feet and looming behind her. The princess grabbed Aunt Lucy’s arms and twisted them behind her back. “You will all stay with me and do what I say. For ever!”
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As the princess gripped Aunt Lucy, Mabel knew what she had to do. It was she who had activated the clockwork princess, and it was down to her to disarm her. She picked Grimm up.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“A quick distraction.” Mabel threw the stuffed cat high in the air. “Wahoo!”

Everyone looked up at the flying Grimm, including the princess. “Catch him, Will!” Mabel shouted. She took the opportunity to slide across the floor to the princess. With one swift jump, Mabel grabbed the key in the princess’s back and yanked it out.

A clunk and whirr came from inside the princess. “You will do what I ...” Her voice faded, and she froze.

But the knights were still active and coming for them.

“They must be programmed to carry on even when the princess stops!” said Aunt Lucy.

Mabel saw a knight turn in her direction. “To protect her,” she added.

“How do we stop them?” Will cried, putting Grimm on the floor.

“Their wind-up mechanisms are probably under their armour. They might have a good while left to run,” said Aunt Lucy, raising her rope.

“The princess did say the knights would fight to the death.” Mabel swallowed.

“So we have to die to stop them?” said Grimm. “What good is that?”

Stop and think; stop and think. Mabel repeated Mum’s parting words in her mind. There was no way they’d get past the knights’ swords to get underneath the armour and remove whatever key was inside. Mabel looked at Grimm, who was unable to fight. She blinked several times. None of the knights had tried to attack him. Maybe that was it! Mabel’s heart raced. “Perhaps we just have to stop the fighting part,” she said. “If the knights react to fighting, then they might stop if we do!”

“It’s a big risk,” said Aunt Lucy as she took down another knight with her lasso.

A knight charged towards Mabel. She gulped down a breath. Being still was totally against her nature, but she had to try. She stood still. She would not fight. The tin knight raised their sword and started to bring it down towards her.
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“No!” cried Aunt Lucy.

The sword stopped centimetres from Mabel. She released several fast breaths but stayed frozen.

The tin knight put his sword back in his belt and retreated.

“Codfish and catnip, it worked,” said Grimm, sounding impressed for once.

Will and Aunt Lucy did the same as Mabel, dropping their weapons. The other knights stopped and returned to the edge of the room, where they became as still as statues again.

“Brilliant!” said Will.

“It was Grimm that gave me the idea, actually,” Mabel explained. “He can’t move, and none of the knights were coming for him.”

“Good work,” said Aunt Lucy.

Will took a picture. “I guess I’m safe to do this now.”

Mabel posed for the camera, then she put a hand on Will’s arm. “For someone who shies away from action, you did amazingly.”

He blushed and grinned.

“The sun is rising, and I need some air,” said Aunt Lucy, wiping sweat from her brow with her bandana.

Mabel swooped Grimm into a hug and carried him outside.

“I haven’t forgiven you for throwing me,” Grimm said.

They emerged into blossoming light – it was dawn.

Grimm frowned and twitched his whiskers.

“What is it?” Mabel asked, and looked back to the palace doors behind her. Had the clockwork princess found a way to come back to life? She felt for the key in her pocket. It was still there.

“It’s not that. There’s a vibration in the sky,” said Grimm.

Then Mabel heard it. “Look!” She pointed at a copper bullet shape that was hovering above Umber. “Is that an airship?”

Aunt Lucy nodded. “There’s only one person I know who’s wealthy enough to hire an airship to come all this way.”

Mabel’s heart sank to the floor.

A large figure emerged from the forest. “Well, well. What have I discovered?”

It was Byron Cogsworth.

“You haven’t discovered anything,” said Aunt Lucy, stepping towards him. “We’ve been documenting Umber for days.”

“Really?” Cogsworth replied. “Can you prove that?” He barged past them to the doors of the palace.

Aunt Lucy planted her hands on her hips. “How did you find us?”

“My people realised you weren’t heading north‑west after me, so I had them investigate,” Cogsworth said. “We found that you’d hired a cog cruiser and were heading north‑east instead. I knew you were up to something.”

Fury was bubbling inside Mabel. “You’re nothing but a horrible thief who can’t make discoveries for yourself!” she exclaimed.

Cogsworth waved his hand and shrugged as if her comments meant nothing. “There’s only one thing that matters, and that’s who makes the headlines of the Ravenlock Times first. With my airship against your battered old cog cruiser, I don’t rate your chances.”

He strode forward and opened the door to the palace. “And it looks like I’ve also beaten you to an even greater prize. How extraordinary. Some sort of clockwork doll!”

Cogsworth walked around the clockwork princess. “It’s long broken, of course, but well preserved. What ideas the ancients had! I dare say it would make an excellent headline piece and will look good in a glass case.”

Aunt Lucy shook her head at Mabel, warning her not to say a word about the key.

“You can’t claim it,” Will said, waving his camera. “We have evidence we were here first!”

Byron Cogsworth strode over to Will and snatched the camera from his neck, breaking the strap. He threw it to the ground and crunched it underneath his huge boot.

“No!” Mabel cried. “That was our mother’s.”
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Will’s face creased and tears welled in his eyes.

“How could you?” said Aunt Lucy, shoving Byron Cogsworth.

“How could I what?” he replied. “It’s such a shame the boy had an accident with his so‑called ‘evidence’.”

Aunt Lucy stood even taller. “We have written accounts of everything in Umber,” she said. “It’ll be your word against ours.”

“Indeed. But your only witnesses are two children, and we all know children are prone to wild imaginings.” Byron Cogsworth stroked his stubbly chin. “But I see it may not be straightforward, so I’m going to offer you a deal. You can claim the discovery of Umber, and I will claim this palace and clockwork relic as my discoveries. It will look splendid in Ravenlock Natural History Museum beside my picture.”

“No!” said Mabel. It was she who should get the praise for it. Mabel had found the clockwork princess first. Her hand reached for the key. She would show Byron Cogsworth the truth and put him in his place. Maybe she’d set the princess on him.

Aunt Lucy’s eyes burned into Mabel.

Mabel wavered, then sighed. Aunt Lucy was right. There was no way they could risk awakening the princess again. And they couldn’t let Cogsworth know the truth of such a dangerous machine. Who knew what he’d do with it? It was better that it remained a relic in a museum.

Aunt Lucy gave Mabel a nod and mouthed, “Good decision.” She turned to Byron Cogsworth. “I suppose we have a deal, Cogsworth.”
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It wasn’t long before Byron Cogsworth strapped the clockwork princess onto a metal stretcher and hauled her up into his airship. He flew away without saying goodbye.

“Cogsworth didn’t even seem interested in the town,” said Mabel.

“He’s only concerned with the fame and fortune his ‘discovery’ will bring,” Aunt Lucy said. “You made the right choice to keep quiet about the key, Mabel. Cogsworth will probably be in every headline for a week and do talks all over town. He’ll exhibit the clockwork princess for a month or so, then sell her to the highest bidder.”

“That’s terrible.” Mabel scowled.

“We might not have the glory of finding the clockwork princess, but sometimes protecting the future by keeping discoveries safe and secret is the most decent and honourable option,” Aunt Lucy went on. “You’ve learned the most important lesson of being a relic hunter. Your parents will be proud of both of you.”

Mabel squeezed Will’s hand. “I’m sorry about the camera,” she said.

“I have a couple of rolls of film I took in the village that are safe,” he said.

Aunt Lucy smiled. “Mabel and I will mend the camera when we get back to Ravenlock. We can still write up an impressive account of Umber, even if we don’t get to reveal the truth behind the mystery. We’ll have to keep the diary safely hidden as well. It gives too much away.”

They made their way back to the stone steps from where they’d first seen Umber. Mabel opened her mouth in a yawn that could have swallowed a whale. “Slumber,” she said. “A very well‑named town. But it’ll have to remain Umber in our report, right?”

Aunt Lucy put on her fedora and straightened Will’s bow tie for him. “Indeed,” she replied. “We can’t risk any clues getting back to Cogsworth and him realising there is more to the princess than just a doll.”

Mabel took one look back at the crumbling town, then followed Aunt Lucy and Will back down the steps.

“It pains me to say it, but you did OK,” said Grimm in Mabel’s arms.

“You too,” she smiled.

They trekked through the forest and found Mary‑Lou, the old cog cruiser, waiting for them at the river. Two and a half days later they were back on the Steam Flyer heading to Ravenlock.

Aunt Lucy had bought a copy of the Ravenlock Times at the port. The headline read: “Cogsworth Expedition Discovers Ancient Palace and Clockwork Relic of Umber!”

There was a photograph of Byron Cogsworth beaming beside the expressionless clockwork princess now in a glass case at the Ravenlock Natural History Museum.

“I almost feel sorry for the princess,” said Mabel. “It’s not her fault that her programming was dangerous.”

“And it’s sad that the princess is in Ravenlock when she should be in her home country of Marvolia,” said Will.

Mabel nodded. She hadn’t considered that.

“Indeed,” Aunt Lucy said. “And it’s a shame we have to keep Floriana’s diary a secret, as she won’t become famous for being the inventor of clockwork. Even if she did create something far too ambitious.”

“Maybe we could find our own way to honour Floriana in our write‑up of Umber, without giving too much away,” suggested Mabel.

“That’s a lovely idea.” Aunt Lucy smiled. Mum and Dad were waiting on the platform as the Steam Flyer arrived into the station.

“Darlings!” called Dad.

“Lucy, you got them back in one piece!” said Mum.

“They did that themselves,” Aunt Lucy said, raising a single eyebrow at Mabel.

Mabel was pulled into a hug by her mum. “I’m so sorry about Byron Cogsworth rushing back to take all the glory.”

[image: ]

“It’s all right,” Mabel said. “We made lots of notes on Umber, which Aunt Lucy says we should publish in Marvolia first, as it was the country of discovery. So we’ll still get some recognition. And there’s so much more to tell you that won’t make the headlines.”

“That sounds intriguing,” said Dad.

“But those stories might have to wait until tea,” said Aunt Lucy. “I was speaking to a traveller from the north of the Endless Lands when I popped to the refreshment carriage, and there’s a rumour about the amulet of Hath. I need to check something in the archives.”

Mabel’s eyes lit up. “Would that mean another relic hunt?” she asked. “Can we come?”

“Can we get the camera mended in time?” Will blurted out.

“My 565!” said Mum. “What happened?”

Aunt Lucy hooked her arm into her sister’s. “Ah, yes. The camera had a bit of a scrape. But we’ll have it back to its old self soon.”

“I see you two have well and truly got the relic‑hunting bug!” said Dad.

“It runs in the family,” Mabel said as she smiled and glanced at Aunt Lucy.




Our books are tested

for children and young people by

children and young people.

Thanks to everyone who consulted on

a manuscript for their time and effort in

helping us to make our books better

for our readers.








[image: HarperCollinsPublishers logo]

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A75, Sector 57

Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201 301, India

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OEBPS/images/chap-3.jpg
écHAPTEH 3

DiSCOVERY!





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0046-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0023-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg
»f’%“gm‘% }\ |

% Py ﬁv#Ag $§9**$
f{?fg 2\E '
AN —






OEBPS/images/f0082-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap-2.jpg
éCHAPTEH 2

ByroN CoGSWoRTH





OEBPS/images/chap-4.jpg
écHAPTEH j

UMBER





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
%
[REZC e (f HNTERS

CLOCKSJoRK
KEY

VASHTT HARDY

JLLUSTRATED BY
REBECCA SHEERIN

Burrington@i{ ??????





OEBPS/images/Halftitlepage.jpg
e/

— @





OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0102-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap-9.jpg
écHAPTEH 9

GREYSTONE HONOUR





OEBPS/images/9780008715731_Cover.jpg
~ [reuc/ "o ([ HNTERS]
% & q

=

RGE

1EE]





OEBPS/images/chap-1.jpg
écHAPTEH ]

THE MAP





OEBPS/images/f0065-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cat.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0051-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap-8.jpg
écHAPTEH 8

GRIMM





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS







		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		1. The Map



		2. Byron Cogsworth



		3. Discovery!



		4. Umber



		5. Deeper



		6. Emergency Confetti



		7. The Trance



		8. Grimm



		9. Greystone Honour



		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		1. The Map













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104











OEBPS/images/f0037-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0094-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
= HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/chap-7.jpg
écHAPTEH 7

THE TRANCE





OEBPS/images/chap-5.jpg
écHAPTEH 5

DEEPER





OEBPS/images/chap-6.jpg
écHAPTER 6

FMFRGENCY CONFETTI





OEBPS/images/f0088-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0084-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0075-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0057-01.jpg





